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The Purpose of this Fact Sheet:

The purpose of this fact sheet is to increase educators’ knowledge and awareness of how eating disorders 
can impact students and their learning. This fact sheet is a primary prevention tool to educate on warning 
signs, assist in early identification, and increase awareness about effects on self-image. It highlights 
the key medical and psychological concerns associated with eating disorders as they affect school-age 
children.  

Eating disorders take a variety of forms, including both undereating and overeating. Some eating disorders 
include various methods of “purging” food while others are characterized by compulsive eating of items 
not typically considered food (e.g., hair). All eating disorders are the result of disordered thinking and are 
considered diagnosable mental illnesses. It is important to know that you often cannot tell by looking at 
someone whether they suffer from an eating disorder. Many people with eating disorders have average 
body weights.  

About the Conditions:

Eating disorders can affect people of all ages, racial/ethnic backgrounds, genders, religions, sexual 
orientations, body shapes, and weights. Eating disorders frequently appear during the teen years or 
young adulthood but may also develop during childhood or later in life. Among those with eating disorders, 
less than a third received treatment for a mental health problem in the past 12 months (National Council 
for Mental Wellbeing, 2022).   

Eating disorders are considered bio-psycho-social diseases, which means that genetic, biological, 
environmental, and social elements all play a role. Eating disorders are serious mental health conditions 
and may be fatal (National Institute of Mental Health, 2022). Besides medical complications from binge 
eating, purging, starvation, and over-exercise, suicide is also common among individuals with eating 
disorders. Potential health consequences include heart attack, kidney failure, osteoporosis, and electrolyte 
imbalance (National Eating Disorder Association, 2022). 

Although eating disorders are more common in females, researchers and clinicians are becoming aware 
of a growing number of males and non-binary individuals who are seeking help for eating disorders. 
(National Eating Disorder Association, 2022).   

There is an increased vulnerability among student athletes. Among high school students, rates of eating 
disorders among athletes are higher than non-athletes, with 7.3% of athletes affected and 2.3% of non-
athletes impacted (Conviser, J. H., Schlitzer Tierney, A., Nickols, R., 2018). Similarly, research shows that 
up to 45% of female athletes, and 19% of male athletes, struggle with an eating disorder (Conviser, J. H., 
Schlitzer Tierney, A., Nickols, R., 2018).  
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https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/learn/general-information/health-consequences
https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/learn/general-information/research-on-males
https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/learn/general-information/lgbtq
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Know the Warning Signs: What Does it Look Like in the Classroom

The National Council for Mental Wellbeing and the National Eating Disorder Association* identify the 
following as signs and symptoms of Eating Disorders. Those without an asterisk come from the National 
Council for Mental Wellbeing and the ones with an asterisk come from the National Eating Disorder 
Association.** Jed Foundation 

Behavioral Physical Psychological

• Dieting behaviors  

• Excessive, obsessive, or ritualistic 
exercise patterns  

• Avoidance of eating meals, 
especially in a social setting  

• Falling asleep in class** 

• Skipping meals*  

• Changes in attire; wearing baggy 
clothes** 

• Extreme concern with body size and 
shape*  

• Social withdrawal or avoidance of 
previously enjoyed activities  

• Frequent checking in the mirror for 
perceived flaws in appearance*  

• Excessive water consumption** 

• Frequent trips to the bathroom**

• Avoiding food-based activities or 
celebrations** 

• Compulsive movements/ exercise** 

• Weight loss or other weight 
fluctuations  

• Fainting  

• Sensitivity to cold  

• Stomach cramps, other non-
specific gastrointestinal complaints 
(constipation, reflux etc.)*  

• Difficulties concentrating*  

• Dizziness, especially upon standing  

• Fatigue 

• Dry skin and hair, and brittle nails*  

• Yellow skin (Jaundice)*  

• Frequent illness or injury 

• Preoccupation with food, body 
shape, and weight  

• Extreme body dissatisfaction  

• Distorted body image  

• Sensitivity to comments or criticism 
about exercise, food, body shape or 
weight  

• Heightened anxiety around 
mealtimes  

• Depression, anxiety or irritability  

• Low self-esteem  

• Rigid thinking  

• Extreme mood swings*  

• Suicidal thoughts 

• Preoccupation with perfection, 
earning straight A’s, or 
“overworking” on assignments**

https://jedfoundation.org/news-views/eating-disorders-are-on-the-rise-heres-how-educators-can-help-their-students/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2022-03-09%20Eating%20Disorders%20Email-The%20JED%20Team-General&utm_content=2022-03-09%20Eating%20Disorders%20Email-The%20JED%20Team-General+CID_eb3e8860ae9c805c7dd18836703df6bd&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor&utm_term=Guide%20for%20educators
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Strategies to Support Students in Schools and in the Classroom

• Know the warning signs - Learn more about what to look for in youth who are struggling with an 
eating disorder.  

• Be empathetic and foster healthy communication - Learn more about what a student is struggling 
with through your own research and listening to their story. Simple conversation starters such as “I 
am worried,” or “I am here to help” can make a difference.  

• Provide ideas to support coping - Help youth identify activities that support their mental health and 
well-being. Additional resources can include hotlines to support their learning about the eating 
disorder.  

• Be trauma informed - This means being flexible with the needs of a student struggling with an eating 
disorder, and if possible, flexible with assignment demands and or timelines.   

• Discuss concerns with a school mental health professional: school nurse, social worker, psychologist, 
and other support staff. School nurses can offer a variety of services such as education, support, and 
resources for teachers, parents, and students experiencing an eating disorder. Statements such as 
“There are school mental health professionals on campus, I can be there with you when you talk to 
them” can guide students to get the support they need.   
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