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Running Head:  DRESS CODES IN SCHOOLS TODAY


(No) White After Labour Day:  The Research Behind the Implementation of Dress Codes in Schools Today.


Amy Bourgaize


University of New Brunswick


As a female educator in the New Brunswick school system, I have recently become interested in the policies which surround dress in schools and the research which supports the implementation of these policies.  This paper examines various research studies on the topic of dress codes and their inconclusive nature; it also examines my own experiences and changing opinions of dress regulations in schools.  While much research supports regulating dress in schools, there is a great deal that resists it.  Requirements of dress often reflect the ideals of those in power and the greater societal standards of the time.  Often implemented with good intentions, these policies ignore the oppressive effects that they may have on various groups of students.  


The Language of Policy


Policies surrounding dress exist in public and private school systems today.  There are four different options that schools and policy makers consider when implementing rules and regulations surrounding dress; these options vary in both language and scope, depending on the desired appearance of students in schools (Herrara, et. al, 2000).   A mandatory uniform policy, when implemented in schools, requires that students wear only assigned uniforms, whereas an optional uniform policy provides students with the opportunity to wear school uniforms, but they are not required for daily attendance in the school.  A third option for policy makers is implementing a rule of standardized dress, narrowly limiting the style of clothing that students may wear; for example, students may be required to wear only khaki coloured pants and white button down shirts to school.  The final option for policy makers is to implement a dress code policy.  Dress codes are generally decided upon by the school administration or school districts and describe clothing that is prohibited within the school, which is the fundamental difference between dress code and uniform policy; while the language of uniform policies states what must be worn, the language of dress code policies states what must not be worn (Anderson, 2002).   Dress codes often ban clothing that display offensive messages, advertisements for drugs, alcohol, or tobacco products.  Halter tops, low-cut tops, tank tops, low-riding pants, wallet chains, sunglasses, headgear, and exposed undergarments are also often prohibited in schools.  Additionally, codes might require that hair be clean and groomed, and clothes be clean, neat, and properly fastened (Lumsden and Miller, 2002).  While all four policy types are implemented in public schools today, the focus of this discussion is based specifically dress codes.  

The Research Behind Dress Code Policies



Research supporting the implementation of dress code policies in schools is abundant; supporters of dress codes argue various reasons why students and schools benefit from such policies.  As outlined in, “School Dress Codes and Uniform Policies”, some perceived advantages of having a standard code of dress in schools are as follows:  they diminish the exclusion of students based on what they are wearing; place a stronger focus on academic performance, thus leading to higher academic results; decrease participation in violent activity; promote safety, making it easier to identify strangers in schools; and increase pride in personal appearance, among a number of other listed advantages (Anderson).  However, in spite of existing research which supports dress codes in schools, conflicting research demonstrates that not only are there little concrete connections between dress codes and their positive effects, but also that dress codes may in fact have a negative impact on the school environment.  Arguments both for and against codes of dress in the classroom generally surround three common issues: perception of the self and of peers, behaviour and academic performance, and violence and safety, but the research remains inconclusive, with mixed findings.

With the increased threat of violence in schools, both communities and schools are searching for strategies to ensure student safety; embracing dress codes is seen as one proactive method of creating a safe school environment (Lumsden, 2001).  Dress codes aimed at creating school safety often ban loose fitted clothing, trench coats, hats, hoods, headgear, gang related colours and symbols, and any other symbols or clothing that promotes violent behaviour.  While it can be difficult to define clothing that promotes violent behaviour, Dianne Gereluk in “What Not To Wear: Dress Codes and Uniform Policies in Common Schools”, explains that cases do exist where a symbol is unambiguous in its intention to suppress or harm others (2007).  The Confederate flag is an example of one such symbol because it has overtones of complicity in slavery, racial segregation, and oppression of African Americans, thus promoting violence and oppression.  Another example of violent clothing banned in schools is the trench coat.  In the wake of the Columbine shootings, many schools banned trench coats; worn by the perpetrators of the school shooting, trench coats became symbols of that violence.  Gereluk also argues that gang and cult symbols are designed to intimidate and to inflict harm on others and that the banning of such clothing is justified (2007).  The banning of hats, hoods, and other headgear is purely for the purpose of security in schools.  As explained by one principal in Fredericton, New Brunswick, surveillance cameras need to be able to identify students and non students in the hallways and the covering of one’s head will prevent this ability (Thomas, personal communication, November 9, 2010).  Loose fitted clothing can create a hiding place for weapons, and schools, specifically those not equipped with metal detectors, justify this dress code stipulation as proactive in dealing with violence.

A Texas study on public school safety and violence demonstrates that many schools are using dress codes as a preventative approach in dealing with the problem.  The study is one response to an increase in violence in Texas schools.  This violence encompasses gang related incidents, assaults on students and teachers, suicide, and the confiscation of weapons.  Researchers examined procedures that school districts have in place to identify indicators of violence, prevent school violence, and react to school violence (Herrara, et al).  A cross sectional survey was completed by 47 school districts in Education Service Centre Region 2 in Texas and 100% of the schools surveyed instituted a dress code or ban on certain types of clothing (Herrara, et. al).  It is important to note that schools did use other methods of violence prevention: law enforcement officers, hall monitors, checks of bags and lockers, ID badges and handheld metal detectors.  However, a dress code policy is the only preventative measure that was implemented by all schools surveyed, indicative of the importance placed on dress in the prevention of violence in schools.  The study fails; however, to determine a direct link between violence and dress.  In other cases of violence in schools, a direct correlation between the two is found when a student becomes a target, intentional or otherwise, for wearing particular brands and colours of clothing (Anderson).  This direct connection between dress and violence is often cited to support the implementation of dress code policies as a proactive measure in dealing with violence in schools.

In spite of the insistence of this connection by supporters of dress codes, situations where dress stimulates violence are in isolation. In 1990, the Detroit Board of Education implemented a dress code policy as a reaction to a number of violent acts committed against students wearing expensive clothing (Schmidt, 1990).  In November of that school year a student was shot and killed and his Nike shoes were taken from him.  While it cannot be argued that this situation is not a violent act of aggression, it must be noted that not all students wearing Nike shoes that year, or even that month were targets of violence.  Therefore it can be assumed that eliminating the Nike shoes does not eliminate the violence.  It must also be noted that on a 2009 New York Times webpage compiling major incidences of violence in American schools, dress is not cited as a cause for the violent acts.  The lack of a causal link between dress and violence is one reason why this research remains inconclusive.    

Additionally, one would assume that the implementation of dress codes would lead to the decrease in violence in schools and the increase in safety; however, this is not the case.  There is a lack of research supporting this direct relationship for two reasons.  The first reason being that it is difficult to draw a connection between a decrease in violence in schools and the implementation of dress codes because there may be number of other contributing factors leading to the decrease in violence like safe corridor programs, secure school entrances, increased availability of extra-curricular programs, and an increase in students obtaining part time employment (Anderson).  Ridding schools of gang symbols and colours, expensive brand name clothing, hats and other headgear, and oppressive clothing is a piecemeal approach to a much larger problem.  The elimination of such “causes” of violence ignores the systemic problem of violence in schools and fails to teach conflict resolution, tolerance and acceptance.   

In addition to decreasing violence in schools, dress codes are cited to increase positive behaviour, leading to increased academic performance (Lumsden and Miller).  An Ohio based study that aimed to determine the effects, if any, of student dress while at school on behaviour in relation to school discipline problems found that there is a direct relationship between student behaviour and student dress (Sommers, 2001).  Participating school principals were asked to enforce three different types of dress on various days over the course of the 2000-2001 school year, dress-up, dress down, and regular dress days.  They were to record the discipline cases sent to office on each of these days and determine whether the offences were mild, moderate, or severe.   The study found a 9% decrease in cases dealt with by office staff when comparing dress-up day referrals and regular dress day referrals.  When cited by grade level, researchers found a 73% increase in behaviour problems on dress down days in high schools.   Mild and moderate behaviour referrals increased on dress down days, and severe discipline cases spiked on regular dress days.  The study concluded that the type of dress students wear does have an impact on school discipline: “students tend to act the way they are dressed” (Sommers, p.12, 2001).  Recommendations were made that suggest schools require students to dress in a businesslike manner in order to create a less disruptive learning environment (Sommers).


While the study is able to draw a direct relationship between student dress and behaviour, it fails to address a number of other factors within the school system that may contribute, positively or negatively, to student actions.  These factors may include, time of day, day of the week, time of year, disagreements among peers, whether or not the student has eaten breakfast and/or lunch, drug and alcohol use, arguments at home, among many other factors.  The study also fails to analyze teacher response to clothing.  It is unclear whether a teacher would refer a student to the office for the same offence if she were wearing “dress-up” attire as if she were wearing “dress down” attire.  Also, what constitutes dress-up, regular dress, and dress down attire is not clearly defined in the study.  Plus, what might be acceptable dress and behaviour will vary from school to school and from teacher to teacher.  Problems of non-compliance actually may increase in a school requiring students to adhere to a dress code because; students may not only purposefully defy the code by wearing prohibited clothing, but they might also have no other option but to wear what is purchased for them by their parents.  It is for these reasons that arguments opposing dress codes in schools will negate the causal relationship between student dress and student behaviour (Anderson).  

In spite of this opposition, supporters of dress codes suggest that regulations will provide students with positive perceptions of themselves and peers, while preparing students for the workforce, and teach positive community values.  Dress codes are cited to increase student self esteem, and to reduce peer pressure and peer sexual harassment (Lumsden and Miller).  Policy makers consider these advantages when deciding to implement dress code policies in schools.

While improving self and peer perceptions may seem a valid reason for implementing dress codes, opposition argues that there is no direct relationship which can be found between the two.  In fact, it has been found that dress codes can send a negative message to students about appearance, especially to females.  Many restrictions placed on dress target female attire.  Schools ban such things as: bare midriffs, spaghetti straps, low cut jeans, and low cut tops.  One Canadian school’s dress code states that:


Halter-tops, tube-tops, one shoulder tops...muscle shirts, see-through or mesh tops (unless underneath a shirt) aren’t to be worn.  Blouses, shirts or tops that reveal bare backs, midriffs, undergarments, or that have spaghetti straps or revealing necklines are not to be worn in [the school’s] classes, hallways, class activities, or on field trips. (Raby, 2010)

This school’s dress code is only one example of many that target garments typically worn by female students.  These types of restrictions are justified by schools that cite limiting distractions and disruptions in the school setting (Anderson) and the reduction of peer sexual harassment (Lumsden and Miller) as reasons for including these stipulations on their dress codes.


However, as outlined by many critics of dress codes, the many repercussions on female sense of self are often ignored.  Rebecca Raby, Brock University, explores various female student responses to such dress codes and indicates that there is a fine line defined for young women which forces them to navigate a structural environment influenced by double standards of gender and heterosexuality (2010).  Shauna Pomerantz examines the discourses of student dress codes and, through an examination of one female’s tank top dress code violation, finds that young women are victimized by three dominant discourses: the responsible discourse, the deviant discourse, and the help discourse (2007).  The help discourse suggests that female sexuality is a risk to others in the school and dangerous to the female wearing the violation, inviting infringements on her own safety.  The deviance discourse suggests that a female who fails to conform and makes her sexuality noticeable is portrayed as threatening, deviant, and bad; one who is likely to be promiscuous, become pregnant at a young age and trap males into fatherhood, contract disease, and to drop out of school.   The responsible discourse suggests that women are responsible (or burdened with) upholding the moral values of the school; young women must keep male sexual urges at a minimum by covering up and they must ignore the fact that boys and men should be responsible for their own ability to concentrate and control feelings of lust (Pomerantz).


While it is important to note that dress codes also focus on restricting male dress, the regulations directed at boys are often more directed at eliminating violence and promoting positive citizenship.  As Pomerantz outlines, this suggests that girls are not distracted by sexual desires or by boys’ bodies and that only males need to be protected from these types of temptations.  Also important to note is that when maintaining a sexual status quo is the goal of a certain dress code, the homosexual and transgendered population of schools are often ignored; restrictions are directed at heterosexual fantasies, making the dress codes homophobic and exclusive in nature.


Another element of exclusivity in dress codes is that of religion.  Many dress codes require that students not wear any sort of garment that will cover their heads.  A conflict arises here because many religions require that various head coverings be worn, the hijab for example.  In 2004, France banned the wearing of any symbol of religious affiliation (Judge, 2004), including headscarves, crucifixes, and kippas.  It is cited that the reason for this is the aim for a complete separation of the state and religion in France (Judge).  However, religion remains a prominent feature of social and cultural life in many societies (Blair and Aps, 2005), resulting in difficulties banning religious garb of any sort.  In some schools, religious hats and headscarves like the hijab are an exception to the rule prohibiting students wearing headgear in the school environment as an effort to squash accusations of racism.  While these exceptions are generally made with the intent of promoting religious tolerance, they clearly demonstrate that religion is of more importance than self expression which, for some non-secular students, this is not the case.  If school safety is of utmost importance, and can only be accomplished if students’ faces on surveillance cameras are not blocked by headgear, then is safety compromised when students are permitted to wear religious headgear?

Cultural oppression, in addition to safety and the separation of church and state, is another reason why religious garb is banned in schools.  This prohibition is often directed at Islamic clothing for females, specifically the hijab.  However, as Gereluk suggests, it is important to make the direct connection between the form of dress and the oppression when banning clothing for this reason.  While it can be argued that when regulations of dress are tied to the domination of an oppressive political regime, such as the Taliban in Afghanistan, the rules are oppressive in nature.  But, when students in democratic countries choose to wear the hijab, for example, the connection between subjugation and dress is unclear.

A lack of clarity is a common element across all areas of dress code research.  There is much controversy surrounding implementing a regulated dress code in schools.  The research is inconclusive, making it difficult to highlight solid connections between both positive and negative effects of dress codes and their desired results.  While dress codes are suggested to promote school safety and lessen violent activity within the school, studies show that there is no direct relation between the two.  In fact, a dress code may act only as a bandage for a much bigger problem of violence in society.  It is suggested that dress codes will improve student behaviour, which leads to higher academic performance; however, while studies may suggest this to be true, other positive influences are often ignored.  In addition, the suggestion that dress codes may help students to create a positive sense of self and their peers is negated through an examination of the sexist implications and the lack of religious tolerance of these codes.   

While the existing research surrounding dress codes is plentiful, future research needs to focus on finding causal relationships between dress codes and their desired or undesired effects.  It should also be noted that even if causal relationships are found, transferability of these results would not likely exist because there are many factors affecting change in schools in different geographical areas; what works for one school might not work for another.  Important questions about whose interests are being served by these dress codes, and who is being targeted or ignored by them need also to be asked.  

Recent Dominance of the Dress Code Debate – Why the Shift?



The dress code debate has become a prominent one in public schools.  Recently, it has been finding its way into our classrooms, school administration meetings, press reports and courtrooms.  Historically, dress did not become an issue in schools until the 1960s and 1970s.  At the turn of the nineteenth century, dress code violations were not reported in public records, until in 1921 a female student who was required to wear a ‘smelly gown’ provided by the school, refused to do so (Friedman, 1982).  The school decision was challenged by the girl and her family, but the courts upheld the authority of the school and the case was dismissed.  In the 1960s schools started to report dress violations more frequently.  Violations at this time centered mostly on a debate of hair length (Friedman).  Male students began wearing hairstyles that encouraged hair growth past the ears and neckline, which was frowned upon by the older, ruling generations.  Dress violations and students challenging them became so prominent that the U.S. Supreme Court began to see cases crossing its floor, suggesting the importance and uncertainty of the debate.  Debate continued into the ‘80s and ‘90s and it continues today.  The school has become a judicialized social institution and students are affected by many forms of media, influencing changes in dress that might not meet the approval of policy makers.  These policy makers are urged by students and parents to create a safe learning environment and regulating dress has been targeted as a means for achieving this.  The shift from compliance in dress regulations to the questioning and defiance of them can be attributed to the free speech movements of the ‘60s.  

Traditionally, school policies were backed by the courts and students were forced to comply with school rules.  The 1969 case of Tinker v. Des Moines Independent School District altered this tradition when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that students’ constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression must be withheld in schools (Anderson).  This shift to support student free speech and freedom of expression, including freedom of religion can account for an increase in not only the questioning of current dress code policies, but also in the violations themselves.  Student rebellion from authority, which stems from the freedom movements of the 1960s also account for the shift in dress code violations.  Students have been given a voice and are encouraged to use it.


Hamish Jacobs from Alberta is one such student who exercised his right of freedom of expression when he fought back against a rule prohibiting him from wearing a kilt at his high school convocation ceremony in June, 2010 (CBC News, 2010).  Jacobs, a young man of Scottish descent was told that he would not be permitted to wear a kilt under his cap and gown to the ceremony because it violated school dress codes.  He spoke up against this injustice through the press and Facebook, and eventually the Westwind School Division rescinded its decision and granted Jacobs permission to attend the ceremony in his Scottish garb.  



Although students are speaking out more frequently against dress code injustices, an increase in violence in schools also accounts for an increased interest in creating dress codes.  On September 30, 2010, a student fired a shot in a Toronto school.  The school remained on lock down for almost 4 hours while police searched for the perpetrator; fortunately no one was hurt in this situation (CBC News, 2010).   However, students bringing weapons (knives, guns, and explosives) to school, school shootings and gang violence all contribute to an element of fear within the school environment.  This lack of guaranteed safety prompts school authorities to look for solutions, and regulated dress is often one aspect of these solutions.  

A shift in the perception of the school’s role in society may also account for the debate surrounding dress codes.  At the turn of the twentieth century, schools were seen as merely extensions of the home.  While teachers were not always given the same right to punish students as parents were, it was understood that the authority of the school would be upheld (Freidman).  Mid century, schools shifted from being an extension of the home to existing as social institutions.  This was a time when zones of authority were questioned by both the parents and the school.  The school system became judicialized in the 1970s when the courts were asked to solve various disagreements between home and school, including violations of dress.  As the millennium approached, schools were not only seen as social institutions, but also as a vehicle for citizenship education.  Now, a school is a place where various societal values like democracy and tolerance are taught and students are sent off into the world to demonstrate and uphold these values.  When student dress does not reflect a certain status quo, it can be seen as a reflection upon that student’s education.  


In addition, changes in dress are often influenced by the media, which does not always follow the status quo.  It is no coincidence that violators of dress regulations in the 1960s were such because of their chosen hairstyle; the 1960s was a time of ‘Beatlemania’ and young men worldwide were influenced by the style of these musicians, among others who were crossing the lines of acceptable style.  Advertisements, television, movies, the Internet are all factors in influencing student dress.  Dress code regulations often reflect such media trends as: baring midriffs, mini-skirts, black hair, lips and nail polish, revealing cleavage, etc.  The readiness of media today has an enormous impact on the way students present themselves and because the media often appeals to teens, the values and appearances promoted by it are not always accepted by the older generations, the policy makers, of society.  



There are a number of factors which account for the dominance of the dress code debate.  A shift to support student free speech and freedom of expression is one such factor that stems debate about dress in schools.  Media influences the way in which students present themselves, and policy makers often react to these media trends, altering dress code regulations to reflect a certain status quo that they have decided upon.  The student movement to question power and authority causes much debate surrounding the implementation of certain codes of dress.



Personal Experience and Influence


As a student in the public elementary and high school system, I do not remember a dress code policy being enforced at school.  This does not necessarily mean that one did not exist, but it does suggest that I was not affected by it if it did.  I have always had an interest in presenting myself in a clean and polished manner, enjoyed shopping for clothes and experimenting with new styles.  However, my experimentation rarely crosses the line of what is generally considered to be appropriate by society; it is mostly focused on being unique and starting trends of my own.  

My clothing style is, and always has been, influenced by the media; I think in our society that is unavoidable because the media is everywhere.  I am also influenced by my parents.  There was always an expectation growing up that both my sister and I would present ourselves in a tidy manner and that certain dress was expected for certain events.  For example, I cannot remember wearing jogging pants to school, until I was at an age to be able to make that decision for myself; and even then it only happened on days when I had track meets.  We were not allowed to eat at the supper table unless our hair was tied back and we were not wearing our pajamas or other ‘ratty old clothing’.  Church was a place where denim was prohibited, and Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving, among other important meals were times when we were expected to ‘dress up’.  These early influences in my life follow me today and I continue to uphold the standards which were set in my childhood home.

As a teacher, I wear what is considered to be professional dress on a daily basis: skirts, slacks, blouses or shirts, and blazers.  On ‘dress down’ days I am sure to avoid wearing ripped jeans, jogging pants, running shoes, t-shirts, sweatshirts, or anything else that might be deemed too casual.  While my habits of dress at work probably stem from watching my mother wearing similar outfits to work as a child, they also stem from an effort to look older than what I am.  When I have worn more casual clothing and left my uncomfortable high-heeled shoes at home, I have been mistaken for a student in the school hallway.  Looking the part of a teacher was especially important when I was supply teaching; I did not want to be mistaken for one of my students, especially by another student.  I feel that professional dress can demand respect and emit authority and this was especially important when I was entering a classroom of students who did not know me.  Now more comfortable in a permanent teaching position, I am also more comfortable in experimenting with wearing dress that is not so authoritative, like leaving a blazer at home, or wearing a surprising, chunky piece of jewelry.

Now that I work at a school where teachers are expected to enforce a dress code policy, I feel that I am affected by these policies daily.  Students do not often intentionally tempt the many limits of the dress code, but I do find that I am constantly asking male students to remove their hats or their hoods.  Warm weather brings dress code violations to the surface.  Students, often females, test the boundaries of the dress code by wearing more revealing clothing like low-cut tops, spaghetti straps, and short skirts and shorts.  I have observed that the limits are more often tested because of warm temperatures in the school than because of a desire to be defiant or sexually attractive, which is frowned upon in schools.


Although, I feel that I have always blindly followed and enforced societal expectations of dress, I am beginning to question both my actions and the guidelines for dress often cited in teen dress codes.  Responsible for enforcing dress codes, I pay more attention to what students are wearing.  Unfortunately, this attention is mostly directed at female students because the dress code points to attire mostly worn by females.  We are required to have female students cover up if they are wearing revealing clothing, however, ‘revealing clothing’ is not clearly defined and is a subjective term.  Also, a female who is more developed than her peers may reveal more skin in a tank top than a female who is less developed.  Why should the former be asked to cover up on a hot day because her top is more revealing than the latter?  


The supervision of school dances has caused me to question the dress code that is implemented in our school.  Typically, the dress code is not in effect at dances and females in attendance tend to dress in a more revealing manner than they do in class.  I often wonder why a top that is unacceptable in the classroom is permitted to be worn at a school event.  Also, I have observed that females who do not abide by the daily dress code at school dances are often criticized by other teachers for their choice of dress.  But when I look around at what is considered trendy dress today, and what is available in the stores for purchase, my opinion is that these females are practicing what they see in their environment and so female attire at school dances will remain a contentious issue. 


The most recent dance at my school required that dress be ‘appropriate’ and ‘not revealing’.  My question here would be: who decides what is appropriate for young women?  Her peers?  Her parents? A male teacher?  A female teacher?  What is appropriate for one teacher may be inappropriate for another, resulting in ambiguous rules for entrance into the dance.  As teachers, by telling young women that they must cover up, I believe we are sending the message that their sexuality must remain hidden from the young boys and teachers at the dance.  Is this censorship our responsibility, or even our right?  As educators, it is our responsibility to create a safe environment for our students that is free from peer sexual harassment.  But asking girls to cover up is sending the message that boys cannot control their urges unless girls are covered up; and if females choose to reveal some skin and are victimized they are responsible.  As with the approach to rid schools of violence this strategy avoids dealing with the systemic problem of sexual harassment and the oppression of female sexuality.  

Recent readings in the critical discourse analysis of dress codes have forced me to examine the language used in their writing.  I now question the goals of the policy makers, taking note of those oppressed and ignored by their policies.  I also question the positive effects of regulating dress in schools.  Research is inconclusive and fails to outline any causal relationship between a dress code and its desired effects.
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