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Should your school tell you what to wear?
Kids debate school dress codes and uniforms.

When you go shopping for back-to-school 
clothes, how much choice do you have? For 
more and more kids, the answer is “less and 
less.” That’s because a growing number of 
schools now require students to wear uniforms or 
follow strict dress codes.
     School officials claim that when kids 
are “dressed up,” they take themselves—and 
school—more seriously, and focus less on 
the latest fashion trends. Do uniforms and 
dress codes really make better students? Are 
they fair? We asked our Z-Team what they 
thought.

Clothes Can Be a Problem

     Many kids we interviewed agree that clothes 
can be distracting. For one thing, they say, kids 
are sometimes excluded if they can’t afford to 
follow fashion trends or buy expensive brands.
     “The ‘cool’ group at our school has their own 
dress code,” says Elisabeth, 10. “You have to 
wear clothes by big designers and brand names, 
or you’re out.”
     Some kids bully others because of what 
they wear, reports Matt Shorten, 11. “One 
group at my school thinks guys should 
always wear baggy pants. If you don’t, they 
might laugh at you. But then if you do, they 
call you a poser,” which means pretending to 
be something you’re not.
     When kids are teased about their clothes, 
Elisabeth says, “they might feel so bad they 
can’t concentrate on schoolwork.” Even the 
possibility of being teased can be distracting. 
Kids can waste a lot of time worrying, “Are 
my clothes OK today?” says Kristen, 15.
     Even worse, in some schools a few kids 
wear certain colors or sports emblems to 
show gang membership. Other kids have to 
be careful about what they wear, so they 

don’t send the wrong message—and end up 
getting hurt.
     To combat these problems, some 
principals are trying to fight back. Their 
weapons of choice: dress codes and uniforms.

Are Dress Codes the Answer?

     Dress codes usually list what a school 
doesn’t allow kids to wear. Things that often 
make the “forbidden” list include:
• “Skimpy” clothes, like 
bare-midriff or tank 
tops, and short 
skirts or shorts.
• Shirts or hats 
with obscene 
pictures or 
sayings. Also 
ones that 
promote alcohol, drugs, or cigarettes.
• Some schools even ban specific trendy 
styles, like baggy pants, spiked or dyed hair, 
or earrings for boys.
     Some of the kids we interviewed thought 
all dress-code rules were a drag. “What you 
wear shouldn’t be up to your school, or to 
anyone for that matter except you!” asserts 
Samantha, 13.  
     Others just had problems with specific 
rules. “Why no sandals without socks? It’s 
not like it’s that big a deal,” argues Ranga, 
11. And Karlie, 13, adds, “We should be 
allowed to wear holey jeans.”
     But many of the kids we spoke to had 
no problem with their schools’ dress codes. 
“It’s just common sense,” says Val, 15. “It 
keeps you from baring too much skin or 
wearing clothes that are inappropriate for 
school.”
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Are Uniforms the Answer?

     The latest trend in “enforced fashion” 
is school uniforms. In a recent survey of 
public-school principals in 10 states, about 
one in 10 said their schools had uniforms. 
Another one in 6 said they might require 
uniforms soon.
     Uniforms are especially popular in large 
cities, where schools count on them to 
create a sense of order and to banish “gang 
colors.” 
     Many of the kids we spoke to agree that 
there’s a positive side to uniforms. They say 
that uniforms:
•  Save time. “You don’t have to destroy 
your closet looking for something cool to 
wear,” says Rebecca, 13.
•  Save bucks. “I wish my school had 
uniforms. I would save a lot of money,” 
says Emily Breidbart, 13.
•  Save “face.” “Everyone is wearing the 
same thing, so no one is laughed at,” 
Rebecca says.
•  Shift the focus to your personality. 
“Uniforms allow people to see you for 
who you are, not for what clothes you can 
afford,” says Eric, 14.
•  Inspire better behavior. “You feel like 
you’re in a professional environment,” says 
Will, 15. Everyone behaves better, he adds, 
so it’s easier to focus on learning.
•  Still leave room for individual style. In 
winter, Jomi, 11, wears brightly colored 
striped tights. Emily Benjamin, 15, notes 

that her friends who wear uniforms “can 
still wear jewelry, nail polish, and hair 
bows.” B.J., 14, can put together a different 
“uniform” each day—as long as all the 
clothing is blue, white, or khaki.

What About Freedom of Choice?   
But other kids give uniforms a thumbs-down, 
saying that they: 
•  Squash a form of personal expression. 
Jessie, 11, collected 100 signatures on a 
“no uniforms” petition when she heard her 
school district might adopt them. “Everyone 
should have the right to be different,” she 
explains. “One part of that is how you’re 
dressed.”
•  Are not fashionable. Even Rebecca, who 
loves her uniform, says, “uniforms do look 
nerdy.”
•  Are not designed for comfort. You really 
have to get used to them, reports Matt 
Sweeney, 13.
•  Can’t force kids to behave better. Even 
though kids get teased a lot at his school, 
Matt Shorten doesn’t think uniforms would 
solve the problem. “They’d think of some 
other way to heckle you,” he says. “They’d 
say you’re too tall or have big ears or 
something.”
   So, are dress codes or uniforms worth it? 
Should your school control what you wear?
Think about it the next time you get 
dressed!
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SHOULD YOUR SCHOOL TELL YOU WHAT TO WEAR?
CONSTRUCTED-RESPONSE SCORING GUIDE

Score Description

4
Response provides two or more well-developed descriptions of how school clothes 
can create problems. It uses relevant support from the article.

3
Response provides two or more general descriptions of how school clothes can 
create problems. Some support from the article is missing or it lacks development.

2

Response provides two or more partial descriptions of how school clothes can 
create problems but uses limited or weak support from the article.

OR

Response provides one adequate description with appropriate support from the 
article.

1 Response is vague and demonstrates minimal understanding of the question.

0 Response is totally incorrect or irrelevant.

Blank No response.

ID:124456 Should your sch

9.    Describe how school clothes can create 
problems for students. Use information from 
the article to support your answer. 
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Training Notes for Constructed-Response Item 9

NOTE:  It is acceptable for students to discuss street clothes, uniforms, or both.

Some problems that school clothes can create for students:

Problems with Street Clothes:
• Street clothes can be distracting.
• Kids may be excluded, bullied, or teased if they do not wear the “right” clothes.
• Kids may be made to feel so bad that they can’t concentrate on schoolwork.
• Kids have to be careful about what they wear or they can be perceived as gang 

members.
• Kids may be in violation of a dress code.
• Kids may spend too much time looking for something “cool to wear.”
• Kids may spend too much money on clothes.

Problems with Uniforms:
• Uniforms can discourage personal expression.
• Uniforms are not fashionable.
• Uniforms are not comfortable to wear.
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�

Student Responses for Constructed-Response Item 9 Score Points 4, 3, 2, and 1

9.
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