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Appearance Ideals

Lesson Summary
During this lesson and unit, students will deepen their understanding of appearance ideals and where pressure to achieve them 
comes from. They will recognize the pressures that cause people to try to match appearance ideals, and the impact this has on 
their everyday lives. Students will develop strategies to challenge appearance ideals, resist appearance pressures, and build body 
confidence.

Teacher Message
Trying to match appearance ideals can be harmful. They are based on opinion, not fact, and are changing all the time. This 
makes them unrealistic and impossible for most people to live up to. The way you look is not a measure of your worth. Rather 
than focusing on appearance, it is important for students to learn to value other qualities within themselves and their peers, and 
to celebrate their real successes in life.

In the culminating task of this unit, students will compile their work and artifacts from all five lessons to create a movie. It is 
important for students to keep their artifacts, notes, images, quotes, and so on in a safe, organized place so that they can access 
them when putting their movie together.

Materials
Projector
Whiteboard
Pens
Square paper
Chart paper and markers

Dove® Confident Me: School Workshops for Body 
Confidence

Session 1: “Breaking Down Appearance Ideals”

• Workshop guide for teachers

• Workshop interactive

• Student activity sheets 

Media Clips

Appearance Ideals, Dove. (available at https://www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=yPnpc9TIuF8&index=3&list=PLct19d3Dm 
PLct19d3Dm92mmMNnQg1fWX7ctmwXCHQ-9)

Learning Organizer 

Learning Organizer 1-1 What are appearance ideals for girls? 
and What are appearance ideals for boys?
Learning Organizer 1-2 What makes us unique?
Learning Organizer 1-3 Going further

Assessment Tool 

Assessment Tool Lesson 1 Observational Checklist

Supporting Curriculum Outcomes

Language Arts

Alberta
Express personal understandings of ideas and information 
based on prior knowledge, experiences with others, and a 
variety of oral, print and other media texts.

Listen and respond constructively to alternative ideas or 
opinions.
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Use talk, writing and representing to examine, clarify and 
assess understanding of ideas, information and experiences.

Select and focus relevant ideas from personal experiences and 
prior knowledge to understand new ideas and information.

Justify own point of view about oral, print and other media 
texts, using evidence from texts.

Develop, clarify and defend own interpretation, based on 
evidence from the text with support from own experiences.

Atlantic Provinces
Express clearly and with conviction, a personal point of view, 
and be able to support that position.

Listen attentively to grasp the essential elements of a 
message, and recognize and consider supporting details.

Participate in small-group conversation and whole-class 
discussion recognizing that there are a range of strategies that 
contribute to effective talk.

Demonstrate active speaking and listening skills such as 
making eye contact, rephrasing when appropriate, clarifying 
comments, extending, refining, and/or summarizing points 
already made.

Demonstrate respect for others by developing effective ways 
to express personal opinions such that they reflect sensitivity 
to others, including differences in culture and language.

Extend personal responses, either orally or in writing, to print 
and non-print texts by explaining in some detail initial or basic 
reactions to those texts.

Make evaluations or judgments about texts and learn to 
express personal points of view.

While learning to express personal points of view, develop 
the ability to find evidence and examples in texts to support 
personal views about themes, issues, and situations.

Recognize that print and media texts can be biased and 
become aware of some of the ways that information is 
organized and structured to suit a particular point of view.

British Columbia
Use speaking to explore, express, and present a range of 
ideas, information, and feelings for different purposes and 
audiences, by staying on topic in focussed discussions, and 
explaining and effectively supporting viewpoints.

Listen critically to understand and analyse ideas and 
information, by interpreting the speaker’s verbal and 
nonverbal messages, purposes, and perspectives.

Use speaking and listening to respond, explain, and provide 
supporting evidence for their connections to texts.

Use speaking and listening to improve and extend thinking 
by questioning and speculating, considering alternative 
viewpoints, and summarizing and synthesizing.

Respond to selections they read or view by expressing 
opinions and making judgments supported by reasons, 
explanations, and evidence; explaining connections; and 
identifying personally meaningful selections, passages,  
and images.

Manitoba
Compare own and others’ insights and viewpoints.

Summarize and represent personal viewpoints in clear and 
meaningful ways.

Ask specific and focused questions for elaboration and 
clarification; engage in dialogue about experiences and 
understanding.

Demonstrate growing self-confidence when expressing and 
sharing thoughts, ideas and feelings.

Ontario
Demonstrate an understanding of appropriate listening 
behaviour by adapting active listening strategies to suit a wide 
variety of situations, including work in groups.

Demonstrate an understanding of appropriate speaking 
behaviour in most situations, adapting contributions and 
responses to suit the purpose and audience.

Generate ideas about more challenging topics and identify 
those most appropriate for the purpose.

Interpret increasingly complex or difficult media texts, 
using overt and implied messages as evidence for their 
interpretations.

Evaluate the effectiveness of the presentation and treatment 
of ideas, information, themes, opinions, issues, and/or 
experiences in media texts. 
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Québec
Use collaborative talk purposefully in order to interpret new 
information and experiences and fit them into what s/he 
already knows, seek multiple perspectives on the issue, and 
extend understanding of the issue or topic by building on the 
ideas of others.

Accommodate responses of peers as part of the discussion 
process.

Saskatchewan
View, listen to, read, comprehend, and respond to a variety of 
texts that address identity, social responsibility, and efficacy.

View and demonstrate comprehension and interpretation of 
visual and multimedia texts with specific features and complex 
ideas including the visual components of media such as 
magazines, newspapers, websites, reference books, graphic 
novels, broadcast media, videos and promotional materials.

Use oral language to interact purposefully and appropriately 
with others in pairs, small groups, and large group situations.

Use oral language to effectively express information and ideas 
of some complexity in formal and informal situations.

Health

Ontario
Identify factors that affect the development of a person’s  
self-concept.

Make informed decisions that demonstrate respect 
for themselves and others and help to build healthier 
relationships, using a variety of living skills.

Prince Edward Island
Tell a story of how self-perceptions of body composition and 
body image influence one’s physical, emotional, spiritual, and 
mental well-being.
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Lesson Outline

Inspiration: How will I engage the students?

1. Explain that in this lesson students will focus on understanding appearance ideals and how they can challenge 
the pressure these ideals create. In order to help students understand what is meant by appearance ideals, ask students to 
share what the term means to them. 

2. Share the following definition and invite a student to read it:

 Appearance ideals: The way our culture tells us is the ideal way to look at a certain moment in time.

 Explain that before students start challenging appearance pressures, they need to establish what society currently tells us the 
ideal appearance is for boys and for girls.

 Ask: Can you describe one or two examples of what society tells us are the appearance ideals for boys? For girls?

3. Arrange students into small, single-sex groups. Research has shown that students feel most comfortable completing 
this activity in single-sex groups, and when working with friends. Have each group work together to complete the relevant 
part of Learning Organizer 1-1 What are appearance ideals for girls/boys? They are to create as long a list as 
possible of the specific physical features that make up today’s appearance ideals.

 Some examples of appearance ideals for girls: long slim legs; slim/skinny; clear, flawless skin; toned; big eyes; flat stomach; 
straight, white teeth

 Some examples of appearance ideals for boys: muscular; tall; slim waist; lean, v-shaped torso; low body fat; broad chest; flat 
stomach; six pack; straight, white teeth.

 You may need to acknowledge that though different groups of students might uphold different appearance ideals, these are 
also narrow ideas and encourage people to work towards unrealistic goals.

4. Invite different groups to share their ideas with the class. Summarize the ideas students share on the board. 
Highlight the inherent contradictions in the list of features, such as small feet and long legs, or no body fat and large breasts. 
This will help students recognize the futility of trying to match appearance ideals. Explain that the features students have just 
listed are society’s current appearance ideals, but these ideals are constantly changing.

5. Watch the Dove video Appearance Ideals. Discuss with students what they think the images in the video show  
(They focus on contrasts, e.g., trim waists versus curvy bodies, formal clothes versus casual shirts and tattoos, etc.)  
Encourage students to make specific comments on how these images differ, especially regarding changes that relate to 
physical appearance (including clothes).

6. Lead students in a quick game of spot the difference. Ask: Thinking about all of the images you saw in the video, 
what differences did you notice among them? 

 How are the different appearances you saw in the video different from today’s appearance ideals that you identified earlier? 
(Possible answer: Appearance ideals are always changing across time, countries, and cultures. They never stay the same!)

7. Reinforce that all these images represent appearance ideals — what was considered beautiful, glamorous, and 
attractive — at different times in the past. Ask: If all these images represent appearance ideals, why do you think they don’t 
all look the same? (Possible response: They show us what people thought was ideal at different times throughout history.)

8. Facilitate a class discussion about the questions What do you think future appearance ideals might be? and Is that a look 
you would want?

4
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9. Use what has already been discussed about appearance ideals to lead students to understand that 
appearance ideals represent narrow, changing ideas about how people should look that are based on 
opinions, not facts. Emphasize that meeting these appearance ideals is impossible for most people, so trying to meet them 
is unrealistic, pointless, and possibly harmful. You could ask questions such as

 • How realistic is it for someone to try to meet appearance ideals?

 (Possible response: It is almost impossible because appearance ideals are always changing, and they are often really narrow 
ideals that contain contradictions, such as small feet and long legs.)

 • Thinking about how naturally different we all are, how easy is it for all of us to meet appearance ideals?

 (Possible response: Because our looks are determined mainly by our genes, it is not possible for us all to look the same, and 
why should we want to?)

10. Explain that in order to develop strategies to challenge appearance ideals, students need to consider where 
appearance ideals come from. Help students understand that pressures to look beautiful and attractive are all around us 
and come from a range of sources, including society, media, family, friends, and peers. 

11. Engage in a discussion about appearance pressures, which are pressures we feel to look like an appearance ideal and 
to be beautiful, glamorous, and attractive. Be careful not to create a blaming atmosphere. Messages about appearance ideals 
are part of our social environment and are so common that those around us may not even be aware of them. Ask:

 • Where do you think these pressures to look beautiful or attractive come from?

 (Possible response: They come from advertisements, magazines, fashion industry, websites, celebrity culture, the diet industry, 
our parents or family, friends, other young people, bullies, social media, and even our own thoughts.)

 • Why do you think it is important to know where these ideals come from?

 (Possible response: By knowing where these ideals come from, we can begin to change how we react to the ideals when we 
see them.)

Facilitation: How will students learn the concepts?

12. Explain that now that students understand what appearance ideals are and where pressures come from, 
they are going to explore some of the pressures they can create in our daily lives. Ask students to use think–
pair–share to answer the questions below. Pose the questions below, allow the students to first think by themselves for a 
moment, before discussing quickly with their partner, and then feeding back to the class.

 • How much time would it take to try and match appearance ideals?

 • How much money would it cost?

 • How would constantly trying to achieve changing appearance ideals make you feel?

 Students may mention being late for school because you are taking too much time on your hair, running out of money 
because you have spent it all on beauty products, and not feeling good enough because you can’t match changing and 
narrowly-defined appearance ideals.

13. You may need to clarify that it is acceptable and important to take care of your appearance. What students are 
exploring here is beyond normal self-care; it is what can happen if they get too caught up in trying to achieve a look that is 
impossible for most people, and use up too much time and money in the process.
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14. Introduce a competition to explore the effects of pressures to match appearance ideals. Divide the class in half. 
Divide each half into three groups and have each group focus on time, money, or emotions and feelings. Giving students a 
fixed, short time for this activity can help increase their focus.

 Instruct students to complete Learning Organizer 1-1 task 1.2. What can trying to match appearance ideals cost you? 
Which group can list the greatest number of potential costs? Examples of negative consequences include:

 Time: on hair, make-up, or skin care; extreme exercising; dieting, checking or comparing your appearance with others, 
dwelling on negative emotions

 Money: spent on hair products/treatments, skincare, make-up, clothes, magazines, beauty treatments, gym membership, 
dieting products, or surgery

 Emotions and Feelings: frustration, anger, sadness, jealousy, anxiety, shame, embarrassment, dread, dissatisfaction, 
unhappiness

 • Ensure that the students do not use this exercise as an opportunity to share tips.

 •  If students are struggling, refer them to the list of appearance ideals they previously generated. It can also help to ask 
students to imagine someone of a similar age and background, and with similar interests to themselves.

15. Take care not to criticize individuals, just caution about potentially harmful behaviours. Students may provide 
examples of people who have had cosmetic surgery. Do not criticize anyone the students might know personally, but help 
students see that surgery is a serious step, and does not guarantee that a person will always feel confident with their looks. 
Students might use this task to argue that some people can match appearance ideals with little time, money, or emotional 
energy. Remind students that these people might still not feel satisfied with their appearance, and will not always feel that 
they look their best, and if people do meet appearance ideals easily, it doesn’t guarantee that their lifestyle is any more ideal.

Application: How will students demonstrate their learning?

16. Explain that now that students have considered the pressures trying to meet appearance ideals can cause, 
they are going to examine the reasons why people might still put these pressures on themselves. Facilitate a 
class discussion by asking questions such as the following:

 • What do you think people think they will achieve by meeting appearance ideals?

 Sample answer: They may think that they will get the ideal boyfriend or girlfriend, greater popularity, or positive attention or 
they may believe that they will feel more accepted or loved.

 • What else do they think might happen or change in their life?

 • Is it true that, if someone meets appearance ideals, they automatically become happy, confident, or successful?

17. Initiate a class vote.

 •  Ask students to raise their hand if they think people who don’t meet appearance ideals are always unhappy, lacking in 
confidence, or unsuccessful.

 Ask How could you spend your time, money, and energy in a better way?

18. Initiate a class vote.

 •  Ask students to stand up if they think it is worth trying to challenge or resist these appearance pressures, given all of the 
time, money, and emotion they cause people to sacrifice? Voting in this way allows students to demonstrate their personal 
commitment to engaging with the workshop and building their body confidence.
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19. Invite a few students who stood up to explain why they voted as they did. As students discuss their ideas, guide 
students to realize that it is worth trying to challenge or resist these pressures because it is not realistic to meet appearance 
ideals, so we sacrifice time, money, and energy into trying to achieve something that is not possible. It would be better to put 
these resources into more worthwhile activities that we enjoy. Having students put this in their own words helps to reinforce 
the learning outcomes and encourages other students to take the messages on board.

20. Students might suggest examples of celebrities’ behaviour that shows they are no happier than other people. Ensure this 
doesn’t turn into celebrity bashing, and help students understand that celebrities, like other people, can’t feel happy all the 
time and are unlikely to feel their appearance or life is ideal all of the time.

21. Explain that now that students have recognized that trying to attain appearance ideals can cause a lot 
of problems and be harmful to our self-esteem, they are going to consider strategies they can use to feel 
better about themselves. Ask students What do you enjoy doing? Have students brainstorm positive qualities and 
activities that shape their self-worth and help them to celebrate their abilities and their individuality. 

22. Tell students to complete Learning Organizer 1-2 What makes us unique? independently. Ask them to think about 
the qualities and interests that make someone unique. If students still select appearance-based qualities, highlight that they 
are of minor importance when compared to all of the other qualities identified and that there are elements of their identity 
that matter more than appearance. Point out that if students choose to reduce the time, money, or effort they spend on 
trying to meet appearance ideals, they will have more time, money, and energy for other activities that can help them develop 
their confidence and potential further.

23. Invite a few students to share some of their ideas about their unique qualities and interests with the class.

Reflection: How will students reflect on their learning?

24. Take some time for students to reflect on the learning in this lesson, to prepare them for continuing their 
work during the rest of this unit. In upcoming lessons, students will use what they have learned in this lesson to make a 
commitment to personally challenge appearance ideals.

25. Ask one or two students to share their ideas. What will you do to personally challenge appearance ideals from  
now on?

26. Have students complete Learning Organizer 1-3 Going further, encouraging them to be aware of the ways they talk 
about appearance.

Assessment

The focus for this lesson is to launch into the unit by providing students with building blocks they will need to think, reflect, 
listen, and share their ideas about the role of media in their lives. Assessment Tool Lesson 1 Observational Checklist 
allows you to assess the listening and speaking skills students will need to use in this unit.



Grade 7   Lesson 1

8

Related Resources to Extend Learning 

Best Bets for Teachers:

Dove Self-Esteem Project:  
http://selfesteem.dove.ca/en/?gclid=CPrsioq9uc4CFRAtaQodLocH3g&gclsrc=aw.ds
This website includes a wealth of information about instilling body confidence in students and promoting positive body-image. 

BeReal: The Campaign for Body Confidence (resources):  
http://www.berealcampaign.co.uk/help-and-resources/
This website provides a collection of impactful resources for both teachers, and parents.

Best Bet for Students: 

Teens Health: Body Image and Self-Esteem:  
http://kidshealth.org/en/teens/body-image.html
A great website for students to navigate and learn more about the importance of positive self-esteem and body-image.
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Learning Organizer 1-1 What are appearance ideals for girls?  

What are appearance ideals for boys?*

Name:   Date: 

Appearance Ideals: the way our culture tells us is the ideal way to look at a certain moment in time.

1. Label the body below with as many features as you can 
that make up today’s appearance ideals for girls. We’ve 
provided an example to get you started.

2. What can trying to match appearance ideals cost you in 
time, money, and emotions? Write your ideas below.

Time:

(e.g., late for school because of spending too much time 
styling hair)

Money:

(e.g., buying all the latest “must have” products)

Emotions and feelings:

(e.g., not feeling good enough)

What’s the result of spending all this time, money, and emotion trying to match appearance ideals?
* From Dove Confident Me Session 1: “Breaking Down Appearance Ideals.” Used with permission.

Long, glossy hair
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Learning Organizer 1-1 What are appearance ideals for girls?  

What are appearance ideals for boys?*

Name:   Date: 

Appearance Ideals: the way our culture tells us is the ideal way to look at a certain moment in time.

1. Label the body below with as many features as you can 
that make up today’s appearance ideals for boys. We’ve 
provided an example to get you started.

2. What can trying to match appearance ideals cost you in 
time, money, and emotions? Write your ideas below.

Time:

(e.g., spending too much time getting ready in the morning 
and being late for school)

Money:

(e.g., paying for gym membership and transport to and from 
the gym)

Emotions and feelings:

(e.g., feeling down)

What’s the result of spending all this time, money, and emotion trying to match appearance ideals?

* From Dove Confident Me Session 1: “Breaking Down Appearance Ideals.” Used with permission.

‘Six pack’ abs
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Learning Organizer 1-2 What makes us unique?*

Name:   Date: 

The things that make us different are the things that make us unique and valued.

Complete the exercise below to celebrate the qualities and interests that make you unique.

A quality I admire about myself is:

Something I enjoy doing is:

In future, I would like to spend more time:

* From Dove Confident Me Session 1: “Breaking Down Appearance Ideals.” Used with permission.
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Learning Organizer 1-3 Going Further*

Name:   Date: 

Appearance ideals: main messages to remember

Trying to match appearance ideals can be harmful. They are based on opinion, not fact, and are changing all the 
time. This makes them unrealistic and actually impossible for 
most people to live up to.

The way you look is not a measure of your worth. Rather than focusing on appearance, value other qualities within yourself 
and your peers, and celebrate your real successes in life!

What action could you take to make appearance less important and to prevent yourself and others from focusing on 
appearance ideals? Record your answers below.

Taking action for yourself

What I did: 

How I felt:

Taking action for others

What I did:

How I felt: 
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Learning Organizer 1-3 Going Further* (continued)

Things you could do:

Carry out a random act of complimenting someone, 
e.g., surprise a friend with a non-appearance-related 
compliment. 

Carry out three feel-good things instead of spending 
time, money, and/or emotional energy on trying to match 
appearance ideals.

Celebrate your individuality and the diversity of the people you know. 

Aim to be the best you can be — you are one of a kind!

* From Dove Confident Me Session 1: “Breaking Down Appearance Ideals.” Used with permission.
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Observational Checklist

Oral Language Skills: Listening, Speaking, and Collaborating

Student:   

Listening Skills 
The student:

Most of  
the time Usually Sometimes Rarely

• looks at the speaker.

• thinks about what is being said.

• tries to figure out how other people’s ideas will 
connect with his/her own.

• knows what he/she is listening for (listens with a 
purpose).

• asks when he/she doesn’t understand something.

• uses body language that shows he/she is 
listening.

Active Listening Skills 

Comments: 
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Observational Checklist (continued)

Speaking Skills 
The student:

Most of  
the time Usually Sometimes Rarely

• contributes new ideas to the discussion, in order 
to progress the discussion.

• contributes ideas and comments that are on topic.

• asks questions when he/she is not sure what 
someone means.

• prepares himself/herself for the discussion by 
recalling what the selection was about.

• is authentically engaged: makes connections and 
builds on peers’ thoughts and ideas.

• asks insightful questions to get his/her group 
members thinking (e.g., do you agree with what 
the character did?)

• communicates effectively and speaks clearly.

• makes notes and uses them to help him/her share 
thinking and support ideas.

• uses respectful language when sharing and 
responding.

Comments: 
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Observational Checklist (continued)

Collaboration Skills 
The student:

Most of  
the time Usually Sometimes Rarely

• shows respect to the speaker.

• waits for the speaker to finish before beginning  
to talk.

• can disagree with someone’s ideas or opinions 
without getting angry.

• encourages other group members to share ideas.

• tries to help other group members resolve 
problems.

• helps their group complete tasks within the 
timeline given.

• reads the assigned passage, as agreed by the 
group, and speaks only about the relevant 
section(s).

Comments: 


