
How schools teach victim-blaming and
rape culture through uniform checks



Contents
Introduction...................................................…………...

How did the project start?

What has been done so far?

What's the problem?

1. National Policy..........................................…………….

2. Local Uniform Policies..............................…………...

3. Young Women and Girls' Experiences...…………...

Survey responses: Overview

Most Recent Personal Experiences

Experiences of Peers

4. So What?...................................................…………...

Impact on education

Impact on mental health and self-consciousness:

Short-term impact

Long-term impact

The link to rape culture

5. The link between clothing / appearance and

sexual violence.......................................………………….

Police reporting data

Self-reported victim-survivor data

Conviction rate and courtroom attitudes

6. Action............................................................…...….

Conclusion............................................................…...

References............................................................…...

Appendices................................................................

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

9

10

15

16

16

20

21

23

24

30

30

31

33

37

39

41

43



Introduction
This report was written by a group of young women working with Rape

Crisis Tyneside and Northumberland (RCTN), and the charity's activist

volunteers. The group formed to research the issue of young women

and girls’ school uniforms being policed, investigate the impact this

can have, and challenge current practice in schools.

What do we mean when we say ‘policed’?

We mean when somebody in a position of power comments on a

person’s school uniform in a negative way. This can be for many

reasons, such as they think it is not in line with their interpretation of

uniform policy. Sometimes young women and girls might be asked to

change, sometimes they will receive a punishment / consequence.
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Constitutes discrimination against young women and girls.

Sexualises young women and girls from an early age.

Places the onus on young women and girls to prevent sexual assault, and further

assumes that they are responsible if they are assaulted.

Impacts on young women and girls’ feeling comfortable in a supposed place of safety.

Impacts on health (for example ‘policies’ which dictate that girls must keep their

jumpers on even on hot summer days, so that boys and male teachers aren’t distracted

by the site of bra straps or bras through shirts).

Impacts on mental health and self-confidence.

How did the project start?
In 2019 it was brought to the attention of RCTN that in one school on Tyneside there were

concerning messages coming from the school’s leadership regarding the way young

women and girls were dressing for school. The school leadership expressed concern for

male students and teachers having to deal with young women and girls dressing in a

revealing or provocative way. The school identified this as a safeguarding issue for those

male members of the school community, suggesting that the way in which some young

women and girls were dressing was detrimental to males around them in terms of their

ability to learn or teach.

It's different for girls

Holding young women and girls to account based on what they are wearing to school in a

totally different way to boys arguably:

RCTN subsequently conducted some further informal research with young people across

Tyneside and Northumberland, which highlighted the concerning fact that the issue of

‘policing young women and girls’ uniforms’ is not exclusive to that one school. The RCTN

Activist Group then sought funding from ROSA UK¹ to carry out more work on this issue

alongside some of the young women and girls affected. Having successfully received the

support of ROSA UK, the RCTN Activist Group recruited a steering group of young women

from across Tyneside and Northumberland, with the intention of looking more closely at

how and why young women and girls’ school uniforms are ‘policed’, the wider impact of

such behaviours on young women and girls, and what can be done to change this. The aim

was to empower these young women and girls to challenge the injustices they felt they

were facing. 
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Short skirts (skirt lengths were policed by teachers in varying ways).

PE shorts around school (however this was fine for male students).

A shirt without their blazer and/or jumper over the top, in case their bra/bra straps were

visible.

Sports leggings, for they were too tight fitting (boys were permitted to wear leggings).

Review the law and national policy in this area to determine whether it was permitted to

police young women and girls’ uniforms in different ways to boys.

Review local uniform policies to identify whether these school rules were actually written

down anywhere.

Gather the experiences of more young women and girls, using a survey, to gain more insight

into and evidence of the issues.

What has been done so far?
The Young Women’s Steering Group met for the first time in November 2019 to discuss their

experiences of uniform policy enforcement and how this contrasted to their male peers. Key

themes emerged from these conversations, particularly around the uniform most often found

problematic and the justifications provided by staff for challenging young women and girl’s

appearances. For example, the young women had been told that they were not permitted to

wear:

The justifications given by school staff for policing uniforms in this way were problematic.

Young women and girls had been told for example that they were ‘distracting male pupils and

teachers’, causing males to look at them and some had been told that if they dressed in a

certain way then ‘boys will attack you’. The young women and girls had faced various

consequences for breaking the uniform ‘rules’, including demerits, being sent home to change,

isolation, detention and being told to wear something over the top of their own clothes.

After these initial discussions in which the young women on the Steering Group discovered that

they were not alone in their experiences in their own schools, the group decided that change

was needed. In order to establish a solid evidence base from which they could decide how to

challenge the issues identified, the group set out to:
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The impact on young women and girls’ education

The impact on mental health and self-consciousness, in the short and long term

The links to rape culture

The national policy regarding school uniforms and enforcement of policies.

An examination of local school uniform policies across Tyneside and Northumberland.

Young women and girls’ experiences of having their uniforms policed.

An analysis of the three main issues.

The link between clothing/appearance and sexual violence.

How the group plans to challenge and change the status quo.

What's the problem?
In summary, it was established that it was not national or local school policy to police young

women and girls’ uniforms in different ways to boys’, however this is what seems to happen in

practice. A survey of 112 predominantly young people unearthed some concerning experiences

of young women and girls at school. Our analysis shows that young women and girls’ uniforms

are being unfairly scrutinised when compared with young men and boys in their schools. It also

demonstrates, furthermore, that there is a huge impact on these young women and girls

because of it, not only whilst they’re at school but well into adulthood too.

We propose that there are three main, interlinking concerns with regards to policing girls’

uniforms in a sexist way:

1.

2.

3.

The full report sets out:
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1. National Policy

There is no legislation in place relating to school uniform in England and schools are not

required to have a uniform at all. However, the Department for Education (DfE) strongly

recommends that they do so as it is believed that a uniform policy encourages good behaviour

and discipline. The DfE last published non-statutory guidance on school uniforms in 2013,²
which stipulates that a uniform promotes ‘cohesion’ and ‘good order’ in schools and takes into

account health and safety considerations.

In summary, the DfE guidance states that the main considerations for any school uniform

policy should be cost and availability. In terms of uniform differences for boys and girls, the

guidance sets out the need to avoid policies which directly or indirectly discriminate. An

example of the former would be a policy which states that girls must buy more expensive

clothing than boys. This would constitute unlawful sex discrimination as it directly discriminates

against girls.

Indirect discrimination would occur if a uniform policy applied to everyone, but puts certain

people at a disadvantage due to a certain characteristic as defined and protected by the

Equality Act 2010 (gender, race, sexual orientation, religion, belief, or gender reassignment).

Indirect discrimination in a school uniform policy can only be justified if the discriminatory rule

is a proportionate way of achieving a reasonable objective. Reasonable objectives could

include health and safety.

By way of example, a London school’s uniform policy which banned cornrows (a type of

hairstyle commonly worn by African Caribbean people) for boys, but not for girls, was found to

be unlawful and constituted indirect race discrimination. A student had been prevented from

taking up his place at the school as he was unwilling to comply with the school's policy. The

court found that a ban on this type of hairstyle was not a proportionate means of achieving

the school's aim, which was to keep gang culture out of school.³

The DfE guidance on uniform states that schools may discipline pupils that fail to adhere to

uniform policies, such as sending them home to change. However, schools must take into

account age, vulnerability and parent availability in doing so, as well as authorising absences

to change clothing. Unauthorised absences and even exclusion may be utilised as punishment

if breaches of policy are continuous, however this must be in line with legal requirements.
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It appears then, that government guidance recommends a school uniform for reasons

beneficial to students within a school. However, it acknowledges the need for individual

schools to think through their policy carefully so as not to discriminate. Therefore, it is clear

that the national policy does not condone policing young women and girls’ uniforms

differently to boys, and the issues raised by young women and girls across Tyneside and

Northumberland are not a result of national policy.

2. Local Uniform Policies
Having established that national policy did not allow discriminatory uniform practices against

young women and girls, the group moved on to review individual school uniform policies to

determine whether they were discriminatory. A sample was taken from secondary schools in 2

of the 5 local authorities in Tyneside and Northumberland. Of the 24 schools in Newcastle and

North Tyneside, most had similar policies. No evidence of direct or indirect discrimination

could be found in terms of enforcing harsher rules for young women and girls than on young

men and boys.

The only real differences in policies for boys and girls is that girls are sometimes asked to

wear skirts or trousers, whereas boys wear trousers only. Some schools set out in their uniform

policy that skirts should be a certain length, such as knee-length, or that ankles should not be

shown. Whilst some such rules may appear to be antiquated and perhaps questionable, all

policies are factual and do not appear to discriminate against young women and girls, and

definitely not for the reasons given to young women and girls that the group heard from (e.g.

distracting boys and male teachers).

It therefore is clear that it is the application of the policies in practice which is discriminatory

and sexist, rather than the policies themselves.
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3. Young Women and Girls' Experiences

In order to gain an insight into the experiences of other young women and girls across

Tyneside and Northumberland, the Steering Group designed an online survey. The questions

were designed to elicit responses from young women and girls about their own experiences,

and also about the experiences of peers. The survey was shared by members of the group via

social media and with friends, as well as through RCTN social media. It was also circulated

through youth councils, youth parliaments, youth assemblies, and other young people's

organisations. The survey was aimed at young women and girls but given the way in which it

was promoted, could be accessed by anyone.

In addition, some members of the Steering Group interviewed their peers and teachers to find

out about their experiences and views on uniform ‘policies’ and their enforcement.

Survey Responses: Overview
The full survey can be found at Appendix 1. The most notable data is included in this section.

There were a total of 112 respondents to the survey, however only 64 completed the whole

survey. There was a good spread of respondents across demographics:

9

89% of respondents who started the survey identified as women. All but one respondent stated that

their gender was the same as that assumed at birth.

95% of respondents who completed the whole survey were women (61/64) and 1 identified as a man.

Therefore the experiences discussed in the below section are predominantly those of women and girls.

The majority of respondents (77%) identified as White (English / Welsh / Scottish / Northern Irish /

British).

Other respondents identified as Black African (6%), Pakistani (6%), mixed/multiple ethnic groups (3%),

White Irish (2%), White Other (2%), Sri Lankan (2%), Black British (2%).

Most were aged 14 – 17 (85%). However the ages of respondents ranged from 8-69.

62% identified as heterosexual. Others identified as bisexual (18%), asexual (10%) and lesbian (2%).

58% had no religion; 21% identified as Christian, 12% Muslim, 2% Buddhist.

Most respondents attended school in Newcastle (53%) but there were also respondents from the other

4 local authorities in the region covered by RCTN services (Gateshead, North Tyneside, South Tyneside,

and Northumberland) as well as other areas of the North East (Sunderland, Durham, and Darlington).



Clothing

Age

The ‘policers’

Place

How it felt

The most commonly ‘policed’ part of a school uniform was skirts (76%). Respondents also

stated that dresses, trousers, shirts, hair, PE shorts, PE skirts / shorts / dresses, PE leggings

and PE tracksuit bottoms were policed.

Respondents were asked what age they were when their uniform was last policed. All were

between the ages of 11 and 18. 54% were aged 15-16.

Teachers most commonly ‘policed’ uniforms (94%). Other policers were other members of

staff, head teachers, guidance counsellors and parents / carers: all adults in positions of

authority and trust. There was an even split in terms of the gender of the person who last

policed respondents’ school uniforms between men and women.

97% of respondents said their uniforms were policed in public (in front of others).

Respondents reported many negative emotions in response to their uniforms being policed,

including feeling: annoyed, uncomfortable, self-conscious, embarrassed, angry, sad and

'absolutely mortified’.

84% 
of respondents have had 

their uniform policed 

Most Recent Personal Experiences

84% of respondents (95/113) stated

that their school uniform has been

policed at some point in the past.

Respondents were asked to think

about their most recent experience of

having their uniforms policed and

answer questions based on that

experience. We found that:
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Justifications/reasons given for policing uniform:

0% 25% 50% 75%

Reputation/image of the school (69.84%) 

Not wanting to distract boys in school (34.92%) 

“School isn’t a fashion show" (33.33%) 

Not wanting to distract male teachers in school (23.81%) 

Concerns about safeguarding/your welfare (9.52%) 

Other* (19.05%) 

On one occasion admitted he just didn’t like winged eyeliner

School rules - it doesn't matter if you're too warm

No reason given

Didn't want to see my ankles

School uniform requirements

Self distraction

The colour of the headscarf was apparently not appropriate

to go with the uniform and that it has to be black

Just said it was too short

The skirt length was 'obscene'

Just generally told what wasn't appropriate for school

There was a rule on length of skirts. He claimed mine was too

short and would distract others

It was deemed offensive to show ankles to some religions

* Other:
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Consequences

a demerit/negative mark/negative comment (38%)

isolation (13%)

detention (11%)

sent home to change (authorised absence) (6%)

being told to change immediately

exclusion

writing the school code of conduct out (two pages long)

being asked to cover up

being sent to uniform enforcement team for evaluation

being given a change of socks

being asked to pull/roll skirt down on the spot.

Protected characteristics

Justifiable?

The consequence or punishment for wearing the ‘wrong’ uniform most commonly was a

warning (57%). Others stated the consequence was:

One respondent states that she ‘argued that her skirt was not too short and [they] even got

a ruler out to measure it’.

48% felt that they were targeted because of their gender. 10% felt targeted based on their

race, 2% due to their sexuality and 2% due to their religion. One respondent felt that she

was targeted due to her having a bigger chest. She states that ‘if I wore a vest top my

boobs are more on show than for other girls’ [Respondent age 16, educated in Newcastle].

73% of respondents did not feel that the policing of their uniform and any consequences

were justified.
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One respondent wrote that ‘it was pointless being pulled up about it. What I wore did

not distract from learning but his comment and making a deal of it led to a whole

distraction in class. I am a tall girl with very long legs but a shorter body. It probably

made it look like my skirt was shorter but it’s just my shape and it’s unjust to be told off

for that and made to measure it with a ruler’ [Respondent age 24, educated in South

Tyneside].



Impact

“I feel conscious of my eye make up when attending formal things like job

interviews” [Respondent age 24, educated in North Tyneside].

“Made me feel as though I should be ashamed of my body and that it is my

responsibility not to distract boys around me” [Respondent age 16, educated in

Newcastle].

“Tells girls that what you wear leads boys on. It’s promoting rape culture”

[Respondent age 16, educated in Newcastle].

“It made me feel self conscious whenever i encountered that teacher in future

interactions” [Respondent age 17, educated in Newcastle].

“Didn’t want to be around people” [Respondent age 15, educated in Newcastle].

“Just in general it made me more cautious of what I want to wear because of the

idea that it "distracts men" you start self policing your own clothes out of a

conforming fear” [Respondent age 16, educated in Newcastle].

“It made me more insecure about my appearance” [Respondent age 15, educated

in Gateshead].

“Increased anxiety in other areas of life and since leaving school” [Respondent age

23, educated in Northumberland].

“Low self esteem, additional stress and pressure, a degree of social anxiety and

feelings of guilt and self consciousness if I express myself through my appearance

(e.g wearing dresses or make-up)” [Respondent age 25, educated in

Northumberland].

“Angry at society because it is very sexist” [Respondent age 15, educated in

Newcastle].

68% stated that the policing of their uniform had a negative impact on their education.

31% of respondents stated that other areas of their lives were affected, including

mental health, self-esteem, self-consciousness, interactions with other people, feelings

of insecurity about own appearance and social anxiety:

68% 
said policing had a negative

effect on their education 

13



Are boys affected by girls’ uniforms?
76% of respondents said they did not think boys

were actually affected by girl’s uniforms, despite

this being a main reason given by staff to change

their appearance. 19% were unsure.

Frequency

“About once a fortnight, we get our skirts measured by the deputy head

using this ridiculous card thing. They hold it against your knee and tell you

to buy a new skirt if your skirt is more than three inches above the knee.

Since year 7 (about 11)” [Respondent age 14, educated in Newcastle].

“My uniform was policed at least once a week when I have attended

school from when I was 10 till when I was 16”. [Respondent age 23,

educated in Sunderland].

81% of respondents had their uniforms policed on more than one occasion in

school.
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“Skirt length by staff

members. Staff using their

pinky to check the length of

the skirt. Had to be 5cm

above or below the knee“.

[Respondent age 16,

educated in Newcastle].



89% of people knew someone else who has had their

uniform policed. Of those people whose uniforms were

policed; the vast majority (79%) had their skirts policed,

with 30% having their trousers policed.

30% of respondents were aware of someone having

their hair policed and 16% were aware of someone

having their shirt policed.

The majority of uniform policing was experienced by 13-

14 year olds (43%) with 33% of people being aged 15-

16.

Most policing was done by teachers (95%), and these

teachers tended to be female (75%).

The same justifications were given by school staff for

policing uniforms as above. 59% were told that they

were affecting the reputation/image of the school;

38% were told they were distracting boys and 33% that

they were distracting male teachers. Others were told

simply that they were dressed ‘inappropriately’ – by

showing their thighs, ankles or having bras which were

visible through their shirts.

29% of respondents said their peer had been given a

warning, 27% a demerit; 17% a detention, 8% were

placed into isolation, 6.4% were sent home to change

with the absence being recorded as unauthorised and

2% sent home with an authorised absence.

46% said they felt their peer was being targeted due to

their gender. One respondent said that her friend had

“long hair, and very pretty. She liked to wear fake tan

and was very interested in make up from a young age

(still is) and was targeted for being a 'slut' or 'slag'”

[Respondent age 23, educated in Northumberland].

Experiences of Peers
To find out about a wider range of experiences of school

children and young people, survey respondents were asked

to think about the experiences of their peers. Similar trends

were found:

“I don’t know

somebody of my

age, 15, who

hasn’t had their

uniform policed.

They are all

females, and have

felt very targeted

because of it”.

[Respondent age

15, educated in

South Tyneside].
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4. So What?
The above survey results show a concerning problem in schools locally, and possibly across the

country. Young women and girls are routinely being screened to ensure they meet unwritten

rules of what to wear and how to look in school. Young women and girls appear to be held to

higher standards than young men and boys in terms of how they look at school and in the

community. Many young women and girls are embarrassed in the often public process of

teachers and staff surveying their bodies to ensure they meet criterion which are not set out in

school uniform policies. Often the process of checking young women and girls’ uniforms

sexualises them, from as young as age 11.

The impact on young women and girls appears far reaching, lasting throughout life, as well as

taking immediate hold in the humiliation of young women and girls in school. The issue may

appear trivial, but the impact is serious, not just on these young women and girls but on society

as a whole. We identify three main causes for concern and discuss these further in this section:

the impact on education, mental health and self-worth, and the link to rape culture. As this

section demonstrates, the impact across these three areas is interlinked.

The Impact on Education
One respondent to the survey was a 25 year old woman, who was educated in

Northumberland. She recounted how her uniform would be checked daily and recalls that ‘the

ordeal was horrifying and took up time and energy that should have been spent on learning”.

We propose that the policing of girls uniforms impacts on girls educations in the following

ways:

A. Young women and girls perceive that young men and boys’
education is valued above their own education and wellbeing.

We have found that young women and girls seem to be subject to much more ‘policing’ than

their male counterparts at school. Some are subjected to daily uniform checks.

The ‘punishments’ for breaking the 'rules' range from demerits/negative marks to isolation,

detention and even being sent home to change. Some students are permitted an authorised

absence to return home, and some are marked as having an unauthorised absence when

requested to leave the premises to change.
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This is concerning for many reasons, not least because national government guidance does not

recommend unauthorised absences unless absolutely necessary and only for persistent

breaches of the rules. However, from our review of local school uniform polices, we could not

identify any rules around, for example, visible bra straps, and only a few around skirt length.

When removing girls from their lessons to put them in isolation or send them home, school staff

are removing girls from their education. If this is happening frequently, we have concern at the

potential impact on girls’ educations.

Of the women and girls who reported that the last time their uniforms were policed they were

told that they were distracting boys and/or men, 24% were placed into isolation and 4% were

sent home to change. This is a concerning figure given that this is based on just the most

recent experience of respondents. The message seems to be clear: you must miss part of your

education to make men and boys feel more comfortable.

One respondent said: “I would like teachers to care more about our education, not about how

short a skirt is or what footwear someone is wearing. They’re wasting everyone’s time and

taking valuable time from our education” [Respondent age 16, educated in Durham].

Interestingly, one teacher who had herself had her uniform policed at school responded to the

survey:

“[When I was at school] I saw many people whose time

was wasted because they had to go and take off

makeup or sit in exclusion for a haircut or wrong

uniform etc. As a teacher myself now I understand the

importance of looking smart and being prepared for

school but certain arguments just waste too much time

at the loss of learning and making someone

embarrassed or uncomfortable…” [Respondent age 24,

educated in South Tyneside].
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B. Time is being wasted which should be spent educating girls.

Linked to the above point about young women and girls missing time from their education, is

the point some young women and girls raised about their teachers wasting time policing

uniforms, rather than educating students in their lessons. Some survey respondents report

almost ritualistic uniform checks where female students are lined up daily for a check of skirt

lengths and other pieces of uniform. This is undoubtedly time-consuming for all involved.

“… [uniform was] checked every

morning before entering school

and sometimes random checks

between lessons and in lessons.

from the age of 11 to current age”

[Respondent age 15, educated in

Newcastle].

“Wouldn’t they rather want to

work on GCSEs, A-Levels, Ofsted

inspections, good sport, stuff like

that- than obsessing over skirts?

Like it doesn’t affect our

education at all” [Interviewee

age 15, educated in Newcastle].
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C. School is supposed to be a safe and equal environment.

It is a well-versed argument that students should wear a uniform so that all are

equal.⁴ One teacher interviewed stated: “if there were no uniform, there would be bullying if

people weren't wearing name brand clothing, so it stops bullying”. We do not disagree with this

point, but our research shows that the enforcement of unwritten sexist uniform policies based on

young women and girls distracting men and boys does the opposite of making them ‘equal’ with

their male peers.

All of the respondents to the survey who said they had had their uniforms policed were girls /

women. One respondent said: “our school uniform has been checked on many occasion[s]. Every

day teachers stand in the corridor and if they see any issue with our uniform we get sent straight to

a higher member of staff. This usually occurs when a member of staff sees a skirt they think is too

short or trousers that they think are too tight. It is always females who get targeted, never males”

[Respondent age 15, educated in South Tyneside].

Our argument is not that young men and boys should be policed more so that everyone is equal,

but that young women and girls should not be unfairly targeted for this is not conducive to the safe

and equitable environment that school should be. Women and girls responding to the survey

reported high levels of embarrassment and feeling self-conscious and embarrassed due to publicly

having their appearance called out by those in positions of trust.

D. Girls are distracted from their education

Linked to the above argument that school uniforms reduce the risk of bullying in schools, is the

claim made by one teacher interviewed regarding the benefit of having a designated school

uniform: “a uniform policy is good because it means ‘you spend less time thinking about how you

look so you can concentrate on learning”.

However, our research found that the widespread policing of young women and girls’ uniforms has

the opposite effect. This is exemplified in the comments of one survey respondent: “I micro-

examined my school uniform and appearance every morning in an effort to avoid the humiliation of

being picked out by the teacher” [Respondent age 25, educated in Northumberland]. Many young

women and girls report having their uniforms policed very frequently, and having to constantly think

about whether their appearance will be deemed ‘appropriate’ if examined by a member of staff at

any given point in the school day.

This arguably adds to the existing pressure on young women and girls in society, who are saturated

by messages in mass media regarding how they should look.⁵
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“…the majority of girls within

school [were policed] for

having shorter skirts but even

still who cares!!! If it’s not

affecting education then it’s

an unnecessary comment in

my eyes” [Respondent age

17, educated in Newcastle].

Impact on mental health and self-consciousness
Through the data collected, it is apparent that the policing of uniforms has impacted on some

young women and girls negatively in terms of their mental health, self-worth and confidence. It

is widely acknowledged that school is an institution attended not only to educate children

academically, but to prepare them for life as adults, through teaching a ‘hidden curriculum’.⁶
There are competing views on this hidden curriculum, but it is broadly accepted that some

elements are positive. For example, encouraging punctuality by punishing students who are

late without good reason, teaching students how to read and follow a timetable and manage

their own time.

However, some elements of the hidden curriculum which have become the norm over many

decades are potentially harmful on closer inspection: school uniform rules being one of them.

In the previous section we outlined how school uniforms can be a force for good, as they

promote inclusion and aim to remove the risk of bullying based on clothing labels.

However, in the same way that the hidden curriculum acts as a form of social control -

teaching students to be punctual, organise themselves and learn to accept orders from those

in positions of authority - it also teaches them that in society men and women are not equal

and pupils must learn this from an early age so as to be prepared for the ‘real world’.⁷

20



“It's happened so much that I've lost count… It

made me feel more self-conscious about my

height and my weight, and I considered

stopping wearing skirts… It made me more

insecure about my appearance” [Respondent

age 15 educated in Gateshead, who has

recently been told that her skirt length was

‘obscene’].

Despite there being more awareness of gender issues in society today than in the past, the

rules that young women and girls are made to obey, such as those regarding skirt length, make

young women and girls aware of their sexuality from a young age, as well as how that

sexuality will be regarded as a weapon if performed in a way that society deems

inappropriate. By bearing this weapon (i.e. a short skirt) women and girls are then seen as

aggressors, responsible for any negative attention shown to them as a result.

Feminist scholar Judith Butler wrote of gender as performance,⁸ and ‘when it comes to school

uniforms, it is mostly larger society which writes the script for students and asks them to

perform traditional gender roles which stem from a patriarchal conceptualization of society

and the roles of the two genders’.⁹ We argue that young women and girls need freedom to

choose their own gender roles, performed through their clothing if they wish. At present, the

policing of uniforms has young women and girls living in fear of being judged and punished for

their choices, and the frequent policing in schools teaches them that this is acceptable. This

form of social control is demonstrably damaging, not least to young women and girls’ mental

health and self-consciousness, as we explore in this section.

Short-term impact

97% of the respondents to our survey reported that their uniform was policed in public (i.e. in

front of others) on the last occasion. Therefore, as well as being told by a person in authority

that their appearance was unacceptable, this message was conveyed to their peers.

59% of those who had had their uniform policed said it made them feel uncomfortable; 54%

self-conscious and 40% embarrassed. One respondent said that the experience “made me

feel as though I should be ashamed of my body and that it is my responsibility not to distract

boys around me” [Respondent age 16, educated in Newcastle].
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Another said that following the experience she “didn’t want to be around people” [Respondent

age 15, educated in Newcastle]. Others commented on how insecure and anxious they felt

about their appearance as a result, and the additional pressure and stress they felt when

composing themselves for school.

Given the increasing push in schools to promote mental health awareness and support for

those suffering with poor mental health, these findings are concerning as they show that

schools themselves are contributing to ill mental health. This area of the hidden curriculum and

its impact is seemingly not acknowledged and we submit that school staff must become aware

of how their influence is affecting young women and girls.

A 25 year old cis-woman responded to the survey. She was educated in Northumberland. She reports

that her uniform was policed on many occasions and she believes that she was targeted due to her

gender. She outlines here the impact it had on her at the time:

“The daily uniform checks made the start of a school day extremely stressful for myself as an already

stressed and self-conscious teenager. I micro-examined my school uniform and appearance every

morning in an effort to avoid the humiliation of being picked out by the teacher.

As it was it was already humiliating as we had to be checked one by one by the teacher before we

were allowed to enter the classroom. To say I felt self-conscious would be an understatement. I felt like

my entire body was on fire and that there was some glaring flaw in my appearance that anyone but me

could see. The feeling is like if you had your skirt tucked into your tights when you came out the toilet

and didn’t realise, or like you have accidentally got highlighter pen on your face.

When I was singled out, I felt incredibly ashamed and embarrassed. My teacher said it was his policy

that if he was in any doubt at all as to whether there had been a school uniform violation we would be

sent to the uniform team.

The team were a panel of two men and one woman, we had to line up and they would inspect us and

decide whether the violation was enough to receive a written warning. Three written warnings and

you’d be put in isolation. If you couldn’t put your uniform right you’d be put in isolation. The ordeal was

horrifying…

She further recounts the experience of a friend:

“She was bullied mercilessly by teaching support staff and older pupils [for her skirt being too short].

Told by adults that she wasn’t leaving much to the imagination. Teaching assistants would pull her skirt

down and turn a blind eye to the other kids calling her a slut and a whore”.
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Long-term impact

As well as the immediate humiliation and shaming of

girls via the enforcement of school uniform ‘policies’,

we found some disturbing accounts of how school

uniform rules has affected young women in the

longer term, after leaving school.

There are countless studies examining the impact on

women of relentless media images and narrative

telling women and girls how they should look. The

damage this does to women and girls is well

documented, as is the impact it can have on mental

health, leading to eating disorders and other forms

of self-harm. However, it seems to have been largely

ignored that the impact of policing young women

and girls’ school uniforms contributes to this

impossible narrative of how women should look -

thin, conventionally beautiful, modest (yet sexy),

virginal, not ‘slutty’, respectable (but not frigid).

The impact on the mental health and self-worth of

young women and girls trying to aspire to this

narrative is not to be underestimated. Some survey

respondents report that they still analyse themselves

based on what school staff told them about their

appearance as young person. The fear of being

shamed or punished in some way is still apparent

years later, demonstrating the strength of social

control enforced through policing young women and

girls uniforms.

“I think that the attitude towards dress in school

has been a definite contributing factor in my

being an extremely self-conscious adult in what

I wear. I still micro analyse what I’m wearing

because I’m so paranoid that if something is

not right, I’ll be singled out and shamed for it,

as I was and as I saw many others be at school”

[Respondent age 25, educated in

Northumberland]
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The Link to Rape Culture
We have explored how the education of young women and girls is impacted through the

enforcement of unwritten uniform rules, and the interconnected impact on the mental health and

self-consciousness of girls who report taking time out of their school day to check that they look

‘appropriate’, so as to avoid public humiliation in school. A third concern is the link between the

messaging being given to young women and girls regarding their school uniforms, and rape culture.

UN Women define rape culture as:

“…the social environment that allows sexual violence to be normalized and justified, fuelled by the

persistent gender inequalities and attitudes about gender and sexuality… Rape culture is pervasive.

It’s embedded in the way we think, speak, and move in the world. While the contexts may differ,

rape culture is always rooted in patriarchal beliefs, power, and control”.¹⁰

There are common examples of rape culture pervading our society, such as when we hear

sentiments such as “boys will be boys”, as an excuse for the aggressive behaviour of a man, which

would not be acceptable for a woman. Or when we hear “well she was drunk and flirting, what did

she expect?”, in response to a woman being raped or sexually assaulted – telling us that if women

don’t act in a ‘respectable’ way as judged by patriarchal norms of society, she deserves to be

assaulted.

Tightness and length of skirts

Tightness of trousers

Shoes

Jumpers

Colours and style of hair bobbles

One respondent to the survey, a 15 year old cis female educated in a Newcastle school, stated that both

male and female teachers have policed her school uniform recently. She recounts how every morning

before entering school, and sometimes randomly between and in lessons, the following elements of

young women and girls’ uniforms are checked:

This young woman states that these elements of uniform have been checked since she was age 11 and it

makes her feel annoyed, angry, disappointed and objectified. She further states that this policing of

uniform: “…makes me feel responsible for other people's behaviour… [and] angry at society because it is

very sexist… [it constitutes] early training of women being made responsible for other people's actions,

my fault because of what I am wearing”.

This young woman has been told that her uniform distracts boys and male teachers and affects the

reputation and image of the school but she feels that “male teachers being used as an excuse for the

policing of my uniform is completely inappropriate, firstly they are grown men who shouldn't be looking at

underage girls in that way and secondly they are there to protect students.”
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As a Rape Crisis centre,

we have multiple

concerns with the

reported practices of

policing young women

and girls’ uniforms:

Distracting boys

Distracting male teachers

Causing safeguarding/welfare concerns

Affecting the image of the school

Not dressed ‘appropriately’

Looking ‘obscene’

A. Victim-blaming and the
responsibilisation of women and girls

76% of respondents report having their skirt length

commented on, the last time they were ‘policed’. Others

report their bra visibility being policed. These elements of

uniform are almost exclusive to young women and girls.

Increasingly both young men and women wear tight

clothing in our society, such as skinny trousers, but

interestingly we have not heard any examples of boys

being punished for wearing tight clothing. Young women

and girls are being punished for showing, or even hinting at

the existence of, the areas of their bodies that are

considered feminine and sexual: breasts, thighs, and the

shape of their bodies.

Girls are told that they are:

Despite the different language used by teachers and school staff in the examples provided

by survey respondents, the hidden meaning seems clear: young women and girls’ bodies are

sexual and distracting and must be covered if they are to be treated as equal and safe in a

formal setting. The same message is conveyed to young women and girls throughout their

lives: if you do not dress ‘appropriately’ – i.e. ‘modestly’ – then any encroachment on you is

your own fault, as you have welcomed it by showing certain areas of your body. Citing

'safeguarding and welfare concerns’ as a reason to cover up, we submit, is a thinly veiled

attempt by schools to convey the message to young women and girls they if they are

sexually assaulted by boys or male teachers who are ‘distracted’ to see the female body

exposed, then those young women and girls will be partially, or fully, responsible. This

echoes the old sentiment that ‘boys can’t help themselves’ or ‘boys will be boys’, which

excuses (predominantly male) violence.
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“Boys are treated like their violations are due to

laziness or negligence, girls are treated like

they are deliberately trying to be provocative

or sly. There were always more girls that boys

who “violated” the uniform policy. Male

violations would be something like a white

patch on the bottom of a shoe, female

violations were almost always sexual - low cut

top, short skirt, too much heel on a shoe, not

wearing a jumper (boys would go topless on

the regular)” [Respondent age 25, educated in

Northumberland].

Some members of the Young Women’s Steering Group sought to interview their teachers about

their view on the policing of uniforms. Some of the language used by these teachers highlights the

real reasons girls are policed for having short skirts and tight clothing:

“…following something smaller means bigger things won't happen, people feel safer”.

“It's less discriminatory [to have a school uniform], and some clothes are inappropriate for schools

such as vest tops on girls, teachers don't want to see it and it puts them in a difficult situation with

no grey area”.

“Short shorts and skirts are impossible not to look at and not socially acceptable”.

These comments, in our view, hint at the potential for the sexualisation of young women and girls,

as well as the view that by dressing in a certain way, young women and girls can protect

themselves from assault and teachers can protect themselves from blame.

Interestingly however, the young women and girls who responded to our survey did not report any

increased feelings of safety through having their appearances policed. One respondent

commented on her fear of being assaulted due to what her teachers were telling her about how

she was dressed: ‘”just in general it made me more cautious of what I want to wear because of the

idea that it "distracts men"…you start self-policing your own clothes out of a conforming fear”

[Respondent age 16, educated in Newcastle].
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Ultimately, our research shows that young women and girls are made to feel fearful of, and

responsible for, the actions of men and boys from a young age, reinforced by schools’ hidden

curriculum. They must adapt to make men and boys feel more comfortable, and to make

themselves somehow safer, abiding by the classic false belief that women and girls will be less

at risk of sexual assault if they cover up and don’t attract attention to their bodies. This truly does

prepare girls for entering the world as an adult woman, as women are repeatedly and

systematically blamed for their own experiences of sexual violence, unless they can prove that

they weren’t in any way responsible for the assault – a hard task given that women are judged by

their clothing, alcohol and drug intake, flirtatious behaviour, previous conduct with their attacker,

previous sexual history with others, and any number of other factors. The ‘responsibilisation’ of

women and girls¹¹ appears to be a large part of the hidden curriculum in schools: from a young

age young women and girls are taught how to dress to make themselves less to blame for any

“bigger things” that may happen.

“It made me feel a bit

objectified by the male

teacher” [Respondent

age 15, educated in

Northumberland].

“I think that it is unnecessary

behaviour shown towards girls to

try and justify the actions and lack

of self -control of the males”

[Respondent age 16, educated in

Gateshead].
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B. Sexualised Enforcement

We are further concerned at the way in which

uniforms are policed. Young women and girls report

being made to line up with other girls for a uniform

inspection on a regular basis; being told to bend over

a desk so that their skirt length could be measured;

grabbed on the stomach to ensure skirts aren’t rolled

up. Others recalled being approached by teachers

with a ruler, and peers being made to kneel down, so

as to allow teachers to check skirt lengths. These

experiences make for troubling reading, due to the

sexualised nature of enforcement.

“…my skirt wasn’t rolled and I

was grabbed on the stomach

to make sure I wasn’t hiding the

material” [Respondent age 15,

educated in Newcastle].

“I argued that my skirt was not

too short and even got a ruler

out to measure it…”

[Respondent age 24, educated

in South Tyneside].

Given the power dynamic between a teacher

and pupil, these experiences are yet more

troubling. Young women and girls are being

screened in intimate and humiliating ways by

those in positions of trust. We argue that this is

yet another element of the hidden curriculum in

schools which teaches young women and girls

that they must be submissive to those in power,

or face punishment; removing their agency and

control.

“… every person who was walking out the

classroom- the teacher went down, checked their

skirt. And then, there were these three girls who

were pulled aside (I didn’t even think it was wrong)

but they were made to kneel down in a line like

this *kneels down* I had no idea why they were

made to kneel down...There were like three

teachers surrounding these girls, kneeling down…

and they went down and went “Yeah this is

absolutely shocking” and they were like “We’re

gonna give you a detention” and they had done

absolutely nothing wrong. It was literally purely

based on their uniform. They looked VERY

uncomfortable like what is going on there. Like I

don’t think they thought they did anything wrong. I

don’t think three teachers were necessary as well.

If it were me I would have been speechless”

[Interviewee age 16, educated in Newcastle].
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C. Internalisation of sexist norms

67% of respondents stated that the last person to police their uniform was a woman. 67% said it

was a man (we assume here that there were multiple ‘policers’ in the scenarios reported on). We

usually assume that men judge women and girls more harshly, based on gendered expectations

of masculinity and femininity. However, these findings lend credit to the idea that many women

internalise sexist judgements and gendered norms and in turn judge other women based on this

world view.

The internalisation of rape myths is common among women survivors of sexual violence and goes

some way to contribute to a ‘vicious cycle of attrition’ in rape cases. Women internalise myths

such as being responsible for sexual assault because they were wearing a short skirt, and are

consequently ‘dissuaded from reporting because they believe their experience does not accord

with ‘real rape’ (a violent attack in a dark alleyway by a stranger)’. This leads to the majority of

sexual violence cases reported and prosecuted being those that fit this stereotype, and therefore

juries and society at large, thanks to mass media reporting, being the only type of sexual violence

visible and considered ‘real’.¹² A similar phenomenon is arguably occurring when female

teachers, and even other students, who are subject to the same judgements and unwritten rules

around behaviour and blame, police other young women and girls’ uniforms. This demonstrates

the systematic nature of rape culture.

The Vicious Circle of Attrition

Victims believe
rape myths

Victims dissuaded
from reporting

Only 'real rapes'
reported and
prosecuted

Rape myths are
reproduced and

maintained
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5. The Link Between Clothing / Appearance
and Sexual Violence
As set out above, it appears that many young women and girls have their uniforms policed in a

sexist manner, based on sexist reasoning, which aims to encourage them to dress in a more

modest way to detract attention from men and boys, and even potentially to dissuade attackers.

It is a common assumption that there is a link between women and girls’ appearance and sexual

violence. There is not. There is however a link between women and girls’ appearance and

perpetrators excuses for committing violence.

Arguably the most prevalent rape myth/stereotype states that women ‘ask for it’ or are

responsible for their own assault, if they are wearing provocative clothing.  Though there are no

statistics which directly identify the clothing worn by victim-survivors at the time of their rape,

there exists data and anecdotal evidence which demonstrates that clothing / appearance is not

relevant to whether somebody is sexually assaulted.

Policing reporting data¹³
In 2017/8 there were 54,045 police recorded rapes in England and Wales (this is thought to

account for only around 15% of rape perpetrated, with much going unreported). 5,828 (11%) of

these recorded rapes were perpetrated against men and boys, who do not face the same

expectations in terms of what they wear. 7,864 of these recorded rapes were perpetrated

against girls and boys aged under 13. We do not blame children for violence against them if they

are wearing certain clothing, so it is arguable that no sexual violence is perpetrated due to

clothing choices.

Women and girls
89.2%

Men and boys
10.8%

Recorded rape in
2017/18 by gender

Men and boys
(5828)

Women and girls
(48217)
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45% of women who were raped identified the perpetrator as their partner/ex-partner.

38% of women who were raped, knew the perpetrator (excluding partner/ex-partner).

5% of women who were raped, identified the perpetrator as a family member.

3,118 of the men and women who were raped stated that they spend less than 3 hours

outside of their home on a daily basis.

39% of women were raped in their own home; 23% of women were raped in the

perpetrator’s home.

48% of women reported that they had been raped more than once; 21% report more than

three occasions.

6% of women reported that they were drugged by the offender prior to the offence. 7% were

unsure.

25% of women were threatened with violence in order to force them to engage in sex. 7% of

women had their life threatened.

59% of women reported that their perpetrator used physical force.

3% of women reported that a weapon was used.

18% of women reported being unconscious or asleep at the time of their assault.

Self-reported victim-survivor data

Based on self-reported data of survivors aged 16-59, collected by the Crime Survey for England

and Wales, for the year ending March 2017:¹⁴

It is highly likely that these perpetrators would have seen their victims in many forms of clothing

and it is difficult therefore to say that there is any link between offending and survivor clothing

(see Appendix 3, "What were you wearing?"¹⁵).

In addition:

These figures suggest there may be more to rape than clothing.
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Rape of a female child under 13 (1%)
Rape of a female child under 16 (aged 13-16) (14%)
Rape of a male aged 16 and over (5%)
Rape of a male child under 13 (5%)
Rape of a male child under 16 (aged 13-16) (2%)
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19% of women state that it was too trivial/not worth reporting

46% of women were too embarrassed

40% of women didn’t think the police could/would help 27% of women thought the police

would not believe them

35% of women were too humiliated

17% of women feared more violence if they reported 

51% of these women were too embarrassed

25% of women thought they wouldn’t be believed

11% of women didn’t think anyone would be sympathetic

53% stopped trusting people and experience difficulty in other relationships

30% stopped going out so much

9% tried to end their lives.

Due to rape myths and stereotypes which hold women somehow accountable for their own

sexual assault (such as ideas about women who dress in a certain way ‘asking for it’) many

choose not to report the offence to police, or even to speak about it to others. Based on self-

reported data of victim-survivors aged 16-59, collected by the Crime Survey for England and

Wales, for the year ending March 2017, 83% of women did not report rape/assault by

penetration (including attempts) to the police.

31% of women have not told anybody they were raped.

8% of women who experienced rape in the year ending March 2017 thought that the

experience was ‘just something that happens’, rather than rape/a crime.

In addition, many women in particular do not report experiences of sexual violence as various

rape myths and stereotypes prevail which lead them to believe they will not be believed.

Some do not even realise that what has happened to them is sexual violence, as they have

internalised notions of responsibility if they were dressed in a certain way, drinking, flirting etc.

Many Rape Crisis clients struggle with the idea that what has happened to them is not their

fault.

The impact of an experience of rape or other sexual violence can be enormous. The response

received by survivors is key. Based on self-reported data of women survivors aged 16-59,

collected by the Crime Survey for England and Wales, for the year ending March 2017:

The impact on women and girls, and indeed men and boys, of sexual violence, can be

devastating. Teaching young women and girls in school to dress in a certain way to avoid

assault is adding to the ‘responsibilisation’ rhetoric around sexual violence, and indeed rape

culture.  
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Conviction rates and courtroom attitudes 
Survivors of rape and other forms of sexual violence face a huge justice gap in England and Wales.

Our judicial system requires investigation of a complaint by the police, who then decide whether the

case can be sent to the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) for permission to charge the suspect. The

aim is then for the CPS to build the case to take it to Court for a jury to decide whether the suspect

is guilty or not guilty. The process can take in excess of two years for sexual offence cases.

As set out above, there were 54,045 reports of rape received by the police in 2017/8. In the same

year, the police and CPS assigned outcomes to 47,282 rape cases.¹⁶ In only 4.15% (2,238) of those

47,282 cases did the suspect receive a charge or court summons. And this charge may not have

been for rape, but a lesser offence, such as harassment. 94% (44,325 cases) were closed by the

police or CPS in 2017/8 with no further action to be taken against the suspect. Reasons for this

include:

In some cases where the police or CPS have cited ‘evidential difficulties’ as the reason why they

cannot pursue a prosecution, there is evidence to show that this decision was taken based on the

actions, behaviour or past sexual history of the survivor. Police and CPS have uncovered ‘evidence’

that a survivor has ‘no reasonable prospect of securing a conviction’ before a jury due to the

complainant’s credibility, through reviewing extensive personal data – mobile phone histories,

medical records, school records, counselling notes, social services records. There has been and

continues to be much campaigning to stop this practice and to ask prosecutors to let a jury decide,

rather than base decisions on preconceived ideas about how the jury will judge the complainants’

credibility.¹⁷

However, negative attitudes based on rape myths and stereotypes arguably do enter the courtroom

in the minds of jurors, who are then tasked with finding guilt in sexual offence cases. This has been

suggested as one reason for the 58% conviction rate of rape cases that make it to court, and as a

reason also for why only 1.5% of all rape cases reported make it to court at all.

Evidential difficulties

(81% of cases)

No suspect identified

(10%)

Prosecution is not in

the public interest (3%)
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Whilst it is not permitted to ask jurors

about their deliberations in this country,

there have been studies of mock jury

trials which demonstrate how rape

myths and stereotypes, such as the

notion that women wearing provocative

clothing are partially to blame for their

assault, enter into jurors’ decisions on

whether to find a suspect guilty or

not. As where sufficient concrete

evidence is not available in a case “the

focus of those involved with the case’s

progress...is liable to be centred on

issues of victim credibility”.¹⁸

In one mock trial study, ‘the possibility

that the complainant was simply a ‘good

actress ’was advanced by a number of

jurors, who, for example, drew attention to

her ‘ dowdy ’dress in court as further

evidence that appearance was open to

deliberate and strategic manipulation. As

one female juror noted, ‘she’s got no make-

up on, her hair’s tied back, she looks like a

frightened little woman. Who knows in the

office she could have black stockings on,

four and half inch heels, wearing loads of

make-up’.¹⁹

Other studies have found that defence barristers encourage jurors to rely on such rape myths

and stereotypes and actively introduce ideas about women being responsible through their

dress or other behaviour. One such study in 2000²⁰ found that: “Barristers always asked

complainants questions about their clothing… [as] part of the…theme that they had brought

what had happened themselves”. In this study, one barrister interviewed commented: “This girl

has gone into a bikers' pub wearing a mini-skirt and a see-through shirt. That's part of the

story. I don't think they (young girls) realise the effect of their appearance on men. Guys get

turned on if they can see through women's clothes. Dress is significant”.

Other barristers commented on survivors’ dress in the court room:

“I think it's just common sense that if a woman looks like a scrubber she's going to get less

sympathy from a jury than someone who looks respectable”.

“It would be useful if they could sit down without showing their knickers”.

“The girl was basically just cross-examined because she had a mini skirt with a zip in it [in

court]”.
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These comments are uncomfortably similar to the comments of teachers recounted to us by young

women and girls in our research. And it is therefore not difficult to see how policing young women

and girls’ uniforms and appearance at school feeds into these rape myths and stereotypes which in

turn impact on how survivors of sexual violence, and women in general, are portrayed and judged in

society.

Campaigning is ongoing to prevent such attitudes entering the court room. There is now a judicial

direction which judges are expected to read to juries when they have been told to consider clothing

in deciding guilt. The template direction explains how provocative clothing does not lead to

complainants being responsible for their own assault:
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‘Clothing worn by the complainant said to be revealing or

provocative [Questioning on this subject should have been

restricted, but there will be occasions where such evidence

has emerged.] You have been reminded of/you will remember

the fact that when V went out on the evening of {date} she

was dressed in {specify}. The defence suggested to her that

this was because she was “out on the pull” and looking for sex

and you will remember her response that {insert}. You should

consider this evidence and decide what you make of it but you

must not assume that because V was dressed in that way that

she must have been either looking for or willing, if the

opportunity presented itself, to have sex. People may dress in a

variety of ways for a variety of reasons and the mere fact that

someone dresses in revealing clothing does not necessarily

mean that that person is inviting or willing to have sex or that

someone else who sees and engages with that person could

reasonably believe that that person would consent to it’.²¹



However, these attitudes still prevail. A recent study in Newcastle Crown Court²² found evidence

of barristers playing on survivors’ clothing at the time of their assault to cast doubt in jurors’ minds

about whether the survivor consented to sex. One barrister observed in Court stated that the

survivor was wearing matching underwear at the time, and went on to suggest that this shows she

had put some thought into this before going to the defendant’s house. In other words, she was

not raped, but went to this man’s house looking for sex. Despite the law stating that consent can

be withdrawn at any time, making this fact, if it is a fact, null and void.

In another recent case in Newcastle, a survivor of rape reflected on how her school records were

used to discredit her character in court: “You should not be questioned about stuff outside the

time zone for the case. For me, some of it was years ago. For some it’s new and fresh... I was

questioned about a note for school asking for absence when I forged my mother’s signature years

before. Afterwards I cried. I was in a catatonic state for a day. I felt that I was on trial”.²³ This

brings into focus the issue not only with socialising girls into wearing certain things to ‘avoid’

sexual violence, but also how records made about them at school may be utilised later to their

disadvantage. This is something that school leaders should be mindful of. It is not beyond the

current realms of possibility that records of girls wearing ‘inappropriate clothing’ at school will be

utilised to depict them in later life as somebody ‘asking for it’; somebody who was responsible for

their own assault.

At present, around 1.5% of rapes reported to the police end in a conviction of

the perpetrator. There are arguably a plethora of reasons contributing to this

statistic, but it has long been argued and documented by various studies that

rape myths and stereotypes, particularly those concerning survivors’ dress,

affect whether women will be believed. Policing young women and girls’

uniforms arguably feeds into these attitudes and leads to low confidence in

reporting and the appallingly low conviction rate we see today. Telling young

women and girls that their uniform distracts men and boys and leads them on

is excusing sexual violence and has far-reaching consequences, when in

fact there is no link between clothing/appearance and sexual violence.
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6. Action!

Young women and girls

Governors and Head Teachers

Teachers

The Young Women’s Steering Group and RCTN Activists have worked together to create a

campaign which aims to raise awareness of the sexist and sexualised manner of school uniform

policing.

The campaign has multiple aims and potential audiences:

We hope that they will feel informed about their right to be free of this type of uniform policing

and find solidarity in the campaign.

We hope they will feel motivated to ensure that their uniform policies do not allow discrimination

based on gender. We also hope that they will take steps to make sure that teaching staff are not

policing young women and girls’ uniforms in a sexist and/or sexualised manner.

We hope that they reflect on past practice and take steps to ensure that themselves and their

colleagues to not police young women and girls’ uniforms in a sexist and/or sexualised manner. 

"Roll Down Your Skirt!": The Campaign

The campaign features four animations which will be hosted on the Rape Crisis Tyneside and

Northumberland website and be pushed out across our social media platforms.  The animations

cover the reality of what young women and girls face in relation to their uniforms being policed

and the impact this can have on them.

The Young Women’s Steering Group have been integral to the development of this campaign

including concept, budget, and content planning.  They have led on all decision making. The

scripts for the animations were written and edited by the Young Women’s Steering Group, the

scripts can be found in Appendix 2. 

The Young Women’s Steering Group commissioned Digital Voice for Communities to produce the

animations for the campaign.
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School Governors

Head Teachers

Youth Councils / Parliaments / Assemblies

Relevant departments of Local Authorities e.g. Education

The name of their school

A brief description of the incident, including when it happened

If they would like to be identified to the school

Copies of this report, in full and the executive summary will be hosted on the Rape Crisis

Tyneside and Northumberland website.  We will also send digital copies of the report along with

campaign materials to relevant people in the Tyneside and Northumberland area including:

Print copies of the Executive Summary will be distributed to schools and young people at the

beginning of the academic year 2020/2021.

Taking steps to make a change
We know that schools do not have uniform policies that are intended to be sexist or aimed at

sexualising young women and girls.  We also know that Teachers, like most people in our society,

have internalised rape culture and this can at times leak into how school uniforms are policed.

We want to help schools to make changes that will have a positive impact on the young people in

their communities.  We will run a reporting/flagging system which will ask young women and girls

to tell us about any incidents of sexist and/or sexualised school uniform policing that they

experience.

Young women and girls will be encouraged to do this through private/direct message on the

Rape Crisis Tyneside and Northumberland Social Media accounts.  We will ask them to tell us:

When we receive information about sexist

and/or sexualised school uniform

policing we will take steps to inform the

school so that they can address this issue.

At each stage we will share information

about the campaign including the impact

of sexist and/or sexualised school uniform

policing on young women and girls.

The aim of this contact will be to foster an

environment where real change can

happen for young women and girls who are

experiencing this.
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The experiences of some young women and girls who have had

their uniforms policed in schools across the North East are

concerning. There is clearly a hidden curriculum in schools, and

part of this teaches young women and girls that they must dress

in a traditionally ‘modest’ way to avoid blame for any sexual

harassment or assault from others (men). This continues despite it

being known that around 1 in 3 women and girls will experience

sexual violence at some point in their lives, and that this sexual

violence is not caused by somebody’s skirt, but a perpetrator

seeking power and control over (usually) his victim.

We are concerned at the casual and pervasive manner in which

young women and girls’ uniforms are policed in schools, which is

impacting on their mental health and education, as well as their

thoughts about who they are as a woman in the world. As is

always the case, women of colour and non-majority religions will

also face additional barriers to those they face as a woman.

Even in school. One Muslim respondent, now aged 26, recalls an

experience of having her uniform policed:

Conclusion

“Due to my religion, I wore a scarf and a dress. I was

told to go home and change. It made me feel very

uncomfortable as all the teachers knew what I was

wearing and did not say anything but then one

particular teacher had said that this is not the right

uniform and should be sent home to change”

[Respondent age 26, educated in Newcastle].

This woman’s experience demonstrates how some

people will experience policing on multiple levels,

being identified based on not only their gender but

their race, religion, ability, sexuality – creating

additional burdens on these women.

39



The experiences gathered in this small-scale study are a microcosm of our larger society, and

feed into ingrained ideas of gender and sexuality. Archaic rape myths and stereotypes are

being ingrained into children and young people from a young age, instilling the idea that if a

woman or girl does not dress ‘appropriately’, they will be punished, whether through being

publicly judged and shamed, receiving a detention, or by being sexually assaulted and then

blamed.

We propose that school leaders must take note of the experiences of and impact on young

women and girls caused by school uniform policing. These experiences and the unwritten rules

being enforced in schools are all the more concerning given the upcoming changes to sex and

relationships education in schools. We question whether educating young people on healthy

relationships and consent is not futile, if gendered expectations and punishments are thrust

upon students as soon as they leave the lesson and enter the corridors where their appearance

will be judged.

"[I had my uniform policed between] ages 9-16.

Always complaining my uniform was

inappropriate and would attract the wrong

attention. Or that it was on purpose for that

reason." [Respondent age 26, educated in

Gateshead]
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Appendix 1: Survey Questions

Newcastle 

Gateshead 

North Tyneside 

South Tyneside 

Northumberland 

Other (please state) 

Female

Male 

Prefer not to say 

Prefer to self-describe _______________ 

Yes

No 

16-18 

13-15 

11-12 

Younger than 11 

Male 

Female

Other 

Demographic data

How old are you?

In which local area do you go to school?

What best describes your gender? 

1. Have you or someone you know ever been policed about your school uniform? 

2. What have you been policed about?

3. If yes, at what age? 

3. Was the teacher: 
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Public

Private 

“School isn’t a fashion show.” 

Not wanting to distract boys in school 

Not wanting to distract male teachers in school 

Concerns about safeguarding 

Reputation/ image of the school 

Other (please specify) 

Demerit/negative mark/ negative comment 

Detention 

Sent home to change (authorised absence) 

Sent home to change (unauthorised absence) 

Warning 

Isolation

Other (please specify) 

Unbothered

Sad

Self conscious

Uncomfortable

Embarrassed

Annoyed

Angry

Other (please specify) 

Yes

No 

4. Did this happen in public or private? 

5. What was the justification given? 

6. What were the consequences? 

7. How did it make you feel? (can select more than one) 

8. Do you feel you were specifically targeted? 
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Gender / Gender Identity

Race

Sexuality

Religion

Other reason (please specify)

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Positive impact

Negative impact

No impact

Yes >>> How?

No

Yes >>> How?

No

Yes >>> How?

No

If so, why?

9. Was there a change in how you dressed after the event?

10. Do you think the policing of uniform in this instance, and any consequences, were justified?

11. Do you think it benefited you?

12. Do you think it affected your education?

13. Do you think there are obvious differences between uniform policies for boys and girls?

14. Do you think boys are affected by girls’ uniforms?

15. Would you want to see your school’s uniform policy change?

16. What change would you like to see?



Appendix 2: Animation Scripts 
 

Campaign Introduction

Young women and girls’ school uniforms are being unfairly policed. They told us that it’s

affecting their education and mental health. It’s also teaching them rape culture. We want it to

stop.  

 

We know that schools are not supposed to discriminate on gender and in writing they are

complying with the rules. But in practice it’s different.  

 

Young women and girls are being told that the way they dress might be distracting to boys

and sometimes to male staff. Teachers shouldn’t be telling us that we should cover up their

bodies so that boys can concentrate.   

 

They shouldn’t be telling us to wear shorts in case boys look up our skirts. They shouldn’t be

measuring our skirts, making us bend over desks and making us wear our jumpers on hot days in

case boys get distracted by our bras through our shirts!  What is that teaching us?  

 

We want you to know that this shouldn’t be happening. Tell us if it happens to you and we will

let the school know.   

 

Let’s stop teaching young people rape culture and victim blaming. Let’s teach them respect. 

Education

I am ashamed, 

That in today’s society we are the ones that carry the blame. 

They tell me my skirt is too short, ‘go change’ 

And I sit and wonder, they must be deranged, 

They must be blind, why can’t they see, 

That they are hurting me. 

 

Is my self-esteem not important? 

Are my feelings not valid? 

Do you not see this is blatant discrimination? 

I won’t – I can’t have it 
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To say I felt self-conscious would be an understatement,

When you made me stand at the top of the class,

And shouted ‘This is not acceptable I can see your ass’

You will never know how fast I wanted run and hide,

How later I wept in the toilets, until my tears had fully dried.

Wouldn’t they rather work on GCSEs, A-levels, Ofsted inspections?

‘Wipe that make up off!  You wouldn’t want to give them the wrong impressions’

You are wasting time!

Warming after warning, isolation next,

Then what time will I have to do my maths test?

I am not distracting the boys from their education,

But you are from mine!

School is supposed to be a safe and equal environment,

What you are doing must be a crime.

And I know I must look smart and be prepared,

But can I not show that through my merits,

And I am scared,

For the next generation of young women and girls who may be ensnared,

In this vicious cycle of rape culture and victim blaming.

It’s more than just uniform and policy,

Because you only do it to her, her and her.

O the hypocrisy!

But to you it was just another day.

Mental Health

Did you know that when you unfairly police young women and girls’ school uniform it impacts

on our mental health?

When I was singled out at school uniform checks, to say I felt self-conscious would be an

understatement. I felt like my entire body was on fire and that there was some glaring flaw in

my appearance that anyone but me could see. It’s happened so much that I've lost count and

it’s made me feel more insecure about my height and my weight- ashamed of my body. So

much so that I considered stopping wearing skirts together.
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This attitude towards dress in school has definitely contributed to my adult insecurities. I still

micro analyse what I am wearing because I’m so paranoid that if something is not right, I’ll be

singled out and shamed for it, as I was, and many others were at school. Like my friend: she

was bullied mercilessly by even staff. They said her skirt wasn’t leaving much to the

imagination, pulling it down and turning a blind eye to the other kids calling her a slut and a

whore.

Let’s stop teaching young people rape culture and victim blaming. Let’s teach them respect.

Rape Culture

Did you know that when you unfairly police young women and girls’ school uniforms, this

teaches rape culture and victim blaming?

My uniform being policed makes me feel responsible for other people’s behaviour. It makes me

feel objectified. I am always told my uniform distracts boys and male teachers and I should be

held accountable for it. It’s unnecessary behaviour shown towards young women and girls to

try to justify the actions and the lack of self-control of some men.

When you tell me I am responsible if someone is distracted by my skirt length it’s very

dangerous as it leads to victim blaming. This is a huge issue as it reinforces rape culture. And

yet it has been drilled into my head by teachers since I was 11. Even now when I am not wearing

my uniform, I feel more cautious of what I am wearing because of the idea that it distracts

men. I’ve started self-policing my own clothes out of a conforming fear.

That’s not okay.

Let’s stop teaching young people rape culture and victim blaming. Let’s teach them respect.
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Appendix 3: What where you wearing?
To further demonstrate the point that there is no link between what a survivor is wearing and their

experience of sexual violence, we have inserted below images from an exhibition in Brussels

named “What were you wearing?” The exhibition displayed clothing items similar to those worn by

survivors of sexual violence at the time of their assault, in an attempt to dispel the myth that

provocative clothing incites rape.
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www.rctn.org.uk/rolldownyourskirt

0191 222 0272
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0800 035 2794 or emailsupport@rctn.org.uk
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