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Introduction

NICCY Participation staff have been approached to support children and young
people’s campaigns on school uniforms over a number of years. While some success
has been achieved for individual pupils, or even whole schools, children and young
people still feel that their rights are being infringed over inconsistent uniform policy and
the approaches to disciplining pupils who do not adhere to this.

NICCY welcomes the opportunity to support children and young people to speak directly
to the Committee for Education on these concerns, and the opportunity for this paper to
be considered alongside our own submission. The issues raised in this briefing have
been collated from discussions with the NICCY Youth Panel, ongoing engagement with
primary school pupils and during NICCY’s ‘Road to Rights’ events held in November
2024.

Children and young people having their views taken seriously

A key concern for children and young people is that their views have not been
considered seriously in discussions on uniform policy. In one example girls outlined how
they talked to school staff about their concerns over wearing trousers and how this
impacted their rights. They felt their concerns were overlooked only response they have
had so far is that wearing skirts looks ‘nicer’ or ‘smarter’:

“We want to know why girls are supposed to look smart or nice? We can learn
just the same in trousers as in skirts so why does it matter what we look like?”

Children and young people are concerned that this issue has come up repeatedly over
the past 20 years or more and yet pupils still do not feel that their questions about
uniform policy have still not been considered. Some pupils feel that legitimate concerns
over uniform policy impacting their ability to enjoy their rights fully have been minimised
and that appearance is paramount.
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“Appearance and discipline are the only reasons ever given on uniform policy but
there is not thought given to the impact this has on our rights and no evidence to
show that uniform improves learning.”

Pupils need to understand the purpose of school uniforms and transparency on how
decisions are made. Children and young people recommend that the legislation not only
includes a duty to consult pupils but also for schools to demonstrate how they have
considered these views and have a valid reason for not implementing
recommendations.

Non-discrimination

Pupils can experience discrimination based on their community background, gender,
type of school attended and indirectly their socio-economic background. Inconsistent
policies in clothing and appearance options for male and female pupils can impact
children’s experiences of education. For girls not being allowed to wear trousers can
impact their play time and active travel:

“l just want to be able to dance and do cartwheels at lunch time and be able to
dance and play freely. You can’t do that in a skirt.”

Some girls felt uncomfortable wearing tight fitting clothing for games and PE and
thought they would be more comfortable in jogging bottoms or shorts.

“The boys get to wear jogging bottoms but we have to wear tight leggings. It’s
embarrassing and | don't like it.”

Girls also felt that it was more difficult for them to make active travel choices to school
due to cold weather or discomfort from uniforms.

“It's harder for girls to bike to school. It’s not easy in a skirt. Even if you have
shorts underneath you show too much.”

Some pupils have highlighted discrimination they face based on the school they attend.
Secondary pupils in Fermanagh commented:

“Pupils from [the high school] where | go have to leave their bags outside shops
but pupils from [the grammar school] don’t have to do that. People just think we
are trouble because of the school we go to.”

There was also some concern about pupils being easy to identify as coming from a
certain community based on the uniforms they wore.

Cost of uniforms



PROMOTING THE RIGHTS OF
CHILDREN & YOUNG PEOPLE

Young people appreciate the intent within this Bill to reduce the cost of uniforms. They
are very aware of high costs paid by their families and that this is often on items which
are not as useful as lower cost items.

“Blazers are so expensive, especially for pupils in junior years who grow quickly
then the blazers need to be replaced every couple of years. They are also not
useful in hot, cold or wet weather. We were told in school that we could wear a
coat over our blazer on very cold or wet days but that just means you have to buy
another coat because they don't fit under a normal sized coat. It also makes
them bulky and uncomfortable.”

Branded PE kits were a particular concern, especially when they were for regular PE
classes and not to participate in a team sport on behalf of the school.

“It costs about £40 for our tracksuit bottoms and £20-30 for a t-shirt. My brother

and | are both quite sporty so this means our parents have to pay a lot for sports
uniform. If you have one sport on Monday and something else on Tuesday then

you need two full uniforms so one can be washed.”

Pupils felt this could be addressed by wearing plain, unbranded sports clothing for
regular activities and training and then the school could have kits to give out for
competitive matches on behalf of the school.

For some young people the potential cost of a uniform impacted their choice of post
primary school.

“l knew that [grammar school] would be too expensive. It was £100 for the blazer
alone. So | had no choice but to go to [High School.]

There was also some concern that the cost of uniforms could lead to bullying for pupils
from lower income families due to secondhand items or ill-fitting clothing.

Privacy

For some girls the style of shirts required made them feel uncomfortable as underwear
could be seen through it. They also expressed concern that they were being asked not
to wear coloured or patterned bras as it could be seen as a “distraction”. Pupils also
described having the length of skirts measured, including by male staff. This puts the
onus on the pupil to take responsibility for a level of modesty which is deemed
appropriate, rather than the uniform itself being comfortable and practical for all pupils.

“It’s weird that they tell us how to look then effectively tell us we are problematic
for looking too much like some kind of fantasy stereotype.”

Some girls reported taking time off school during their periods as they did not feel
comfortable with the clothing they had to wear.
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“One of the boys had to lend me his jumper one time because | bled through my
Skirt and it was so embarrassing. Why can’t you even just choose to wear
trousers or tracksuit bottoms when you feel you need to without anyone asking

questions?”
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Safeguarding and protection from harm

Pupils are aware of the NI Executive’s Ending Violence Against Women and Girls
Strategy and felt this should be considered when thinking about uniform policy. Some
female pupils reported receiving unwanted attention from adult males when wearing
school uniform on their journey to and from school. They were also aware of instances
where pupils were photographed without their consent in school uniform and images
used for nefarious purposes.

“It’s all the time. Nearly every day you get comments or whistles. | just want to be
comfortable and feel safe.”

Some girls expressed concern about upskirting culture and that nothing was being done
to actively address this for school pupils.

“In [my school] there were several boys doing upskirting but nothing was done
about it. The girls were embarrassed to make complaints because of what boys
would then say about them. Then they started lifting girls skirts up to embarrass
them because they thought it was funny. | know this is to do with more than
uniform but if there is an easy solution that protects girls while they do the rest of
the work to challenge attitudes then why not take it?”

Adjustments for special circumstances

While the majority of pupils with disabilities or long-term conditions are given
adjustments to uniform policy, there is a gap for short term provisions and changes and
young people felt they should not have to disclose medical or sensitive information for
minor or short term uniform changes. One pupil describes her experience:

“IMy school] doesn'’t allow gloves, even in winter. The vice-principal stands
outside to check people’s uniforms as they come in and he told me to take my
gloves off. | have Reynaud’s and need to keep my hands warm. It doesn’t make
sense to my education that they would be concerned about gloves.”

For others, particularly those with neurodiversity or sensory issues, uniforms can be
uncomfortable to the point of distressing. Inconsistency across schools in how
adjustments are made indicates a need for stronger guidance on this issue.

“When | was at [high school] | always got in trouble about not wearing my tie. It
was really uncomfortable. | like to wear a snood as it helps me calm down when |
feel stressed but | kept getting told off for it and this made me more anxious. But
when | went to [another high school] they didn’t mind if | wore a tie or not and
they let me wear my snood. It really helped me stay calm and learn better at that
school.”
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For some pupils, short term changes or flexibilities are needed, particularly relating to
their health:

“After | got my appendix out | wanted to wear joggers because the skirt was
pressing in to my tummy and it hurt the stitches but | wasn'’t allowed. Then
another time | hurt my ankle and had crutches and they kept getting caught in my
tights and ripping them. That’s another thing for people with extra needs, things
can get more expensive for them if they keep having to buy new things like
tights.”

Sanctions for non-compliance

A major concern for pupils was approaches to discipline for not conforming with uniform
guidance. Overall there was a sense that this was often too harsh for what was seen as
a minor issue.

“l know the school wants us to look good to represent the school and to be
disciplined but it also seems like it just a way of controlling pupils. In my school
we have to carry uniform cards and you get it stamped for things like not having
your shirt tucked in or not having a tie on. If you get five stamps then you get a
detention.”

Several pupils described being sent home or into isolation rooms for things such as
wearing the wrong shoes or not having a school blazer.

“In the isolation room you don’t even do any work. They give you worksheets like
crosswords and stuff but it’s not the same things as what your class is learning.
You aren’t even allowed to go out at break and lunch at the same time as the
others. All because my shoes were kickers and had the wee red and green tags
on them. But they were proper school shoes and my mum couldn’t just buy me
new ones.”

“I got sent home from school because my shoes had a small heel on them. My
mum was raging and told the school she couldn’t buy different ones but they said
| needed flat shoes to come to school.”

Key asks of the Committee from Children and Young People
1. Ensure there is provision not only to consult children and young people about
uniform policy, but that schools listen to their views and take them seriously on

an ongoing basis.

2. Consider making amendments to the Bill to include specific guidance on uniform
policy which addresses concern about children’s safety and wellbeing.
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3. That sanctions such as isolation and informal exclusion for not complying with a

uniform policy, which impact on children’s education and dignity, be removed as
options for schools to use.

4. Consider guidance on particularly expensive items which aren’t very useful such
as blazers and branded PE kits.



