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DRESS & GROOMING CODES IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

What rules govern students’ dress and grooming in public
Kindergarten-12 schools?

School climates? are profoundly shaped by the rules that schools create and enforce.?
Research shows that when schools promote accessible, equitable, and positive school
climates through policies and practices, students experience higher academic outcomes,
graduation rates, and overall health and wellbeing®. The inverse has also been found.* For
many students, restrictive and exclusionary dress and grooming rules make the school
environment less equitable and safe for students.”

Across the country kindergarten-12 (K-12) public schools seek to regulate students’ physical
bodies, expressions, and behavior through the use of dress and grooming rules and policies.®
Such rules and policies are developed and implemented under the legal authority of state and
local provisions. For example, an analysis by the Education Commission of the States found that
"24 states and the District of Columbia explicitly grant local districts the power to establish dress
codes.”’

Figure 9: Estimated Percentage of School Districts Citing a Particular Purpose for Their Dress Code, among the Estimated 92
Percent of Districts That Stated a Purpose
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The student dress code is intended to create As a security measure, uniforms provide Appropriate dress is important in providing
and preserve a positive climate for teaching and us the ability to identify all of our scholars a safe, distraction-free environment.
learning... and preserve school order and safety. inside or outside the building.
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Source: GAQ review of dress codes. | GAO-23-105348




DRESS & GROOMING CODES IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Dress and grooming rules are a nearly universal feature of public school districts — “93 percent
[of schools] have a policy on how students dress.”® Self-reported data collected by the United
States Department of Education’s School Survey on Crime and Safety” published by the United
States Governmental Accountability Office found that “nearly half of schools nationwide
reported that they enforce a strict dress code,” with “nearly one in five” school districts
prescribing that students wear uniforms to school.”

Like other forms of public school rules, dress and grooming provisions must be in writing,
published, and comply with federal, state, and local level law.'° For example, rules must not be
unconstitutionally vague, so that students have adequate notice about what behaviors may be in
violation of a school’s stated rules.!! Further, they may not directly violate Title IX of the
Education Amendments of 1972, which prohibits sex-based discrimination, including through the
enforcement of sex-stereotyped dress and grooming requirements.!?

Dress and grooming code rules are often included in broader school policy documents called
“Codes of Conduct” or “Student and Family Handbooks.”*® For example, in Pennsylvania, the
School District of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh Public Schools, the Commonwealth’s two largest
school districts, nest their student dress codes in their respective Codes of Conduct.’* Under
these rules, school boards and school administrators may govern students’ physical presentation
while at school in a range of ways, including but not limited to requiring a specific uniform attire
to restrictions on what defines “appropriate”!® grooming to attend school.’® However, schools
may not impose rules that illegally discriminate against students at school.” The current legal
landscape is largely permissive, allowing public schools to create rules for students that regulate
both their physical presentation and behavior at school along the contours of established legal
boundaries.®

What does research tell us about the state of dress and
grooming rules in public schools in the United States?

Despite constitutional and state-level prohibitions against vagueness, “almost all districts

dress code policies (an estimated 93 percent) contain rules with subjective language that

leave decisions about dress code compliance open to interpretation,”'” many of which

rely upon terms used to police and devalue bodies presumed to be “female,” such as

prohibitions on “immodest” or “revealing clothing.”*




THE STATE OF DRESS & GROOMING RULES

Analysis by the United States Government Accountability Office (U.S. GAO) found that more than
half of dress and grooming rules address students' hair, hairstyles, and hair coverings.?! At their
essence, dress and grooming codes are adopted to control the expression and image of students
in a learning environment. However, most often this reality is concealed and policies are
promulgated for the purposes of “appropriateness,’ or limiting “distractions,” or similar
rationales.?? School leaders may also put forth justifications that “schools use dress codes to
address safety and security,”* with an “estimated 73 percent of dress codes citing this as a goal

for the design of their dress codes.”*

Dress and grooming rules, since their inception, have sought to enforce white
Eurocentric standards of bodies, beauty, and behaviors through formal exclusionary and
segregatory policies and practices.?” For example, they were used to enforce cultural
genocide of Indigenous first peoples in boarding schools?, control Black bodies and
identities during American slavery?’, and further racist projects to eliminate and erase
the existence of bodies and identities in efforts to enforce whiteness,?® and cultural
erasure more generally as part of white supremacist projects.?’

The impact of these rules is evident in what they require. Dress codes may be so restrictive as to
require students to wear a proscribed daily uniform,*® require specific clothing during specific
educational settings (e.g., physical education®?), prohibit certain clothing lengths or shapes, or
regulate what is displayed on clothing.®? Grooming codes likewise may impose requirements on
hair color, hairstyle (e.g., all hair must be “natural”), or vague requirements like “neat.”*® For
example, one grooming code states “[h]air must be neat and clean. Unconventional hairstyles that
distract from teaching and learning will be prohibited.”** In doing so, leaving key terms such as
“neat,” “clean,” and “unconventional” open to interpretation, subjectivity, and discriminatory

t

enforcement, which may not pass legal muster if they were to be challenged.

Figure 6: Dress Code Excerpts: Examples of Rules with Subjective Language

Urban district: Suburban charter district: Rural district: Rural district:

Unkempt appearances must be Whenever any element of Students will cbserve Clothing worn in a very
corrected before returning to physical appearance or grooming, modesty, appropriateness, sloppy manner or that is
class. Extremes of any kind of even if it is allowable under the and neatness in clothing in the extreme cannot be
fad or wearing apparel which call school’s current rules becomes a and personal appearance. tolerated in a situation
undue attention to the person are distraction... it may be considered where learning is the
not acceptable... Modesty is the outside of dress code. primary objective.

expectation for dress on campus
and at school-sponsored events.

Source: GAD review of dress codes. | GAO-23-105348




THE STATE OF DRESS & GROOMING RULES

Such rule schemas create specific metrics of surveillance that are disproportionately experienced
by female-identified students. For example, “90 percent of dress codes prohibit clothing items

typically associated with girls,

n35

and many identify specific grooming and dress rules by a binary

“girls” and “boys” dress code sections.® Such intersectional discrimination, and its particular
enforcement against Black girls, has been documented by civil rights and education advocacy
organizations, including the National Women'’s Law Center®” and ELCA-PA.*8In a study of dress
code policies across Washington, D.C., public high schools it was reported that Schools were
“20.8 times more likely” to choose to suspend Black girls than their white peers.*’ Such findings
are consistent with research on the impact of adultification bias, a form of racial and sex-based
discrimination that occurs when adults view Black girls as less innocent and more adult-like than
their white peers, a perception that can lead to harsher scrutiny and discipline.*® Black boys also
face intersectional discrimination under dress and grooming rules, most often in the regulation of
hair style and length-based restrictions.

Figure 1: Examples of Items Prohibited by School Dress Code Policies

Example of K-12 School Dress Code

Hats or durags

Bandanas

Muscle shirts

Inappropriate
images or messages
including:

B Foul language

B Anything that is
sexually suggestive

B Promotion of drug
or alcohol use

2
I

Non-natural hair colors

Visible underwear

Holes in pants above knee

Open-toe shoes

Source: GAO summary of publicly-available dress codes; stock adobe.com (base artwork). | GAO-23-105348

Prohibited items may not be worn on campus or at school-sponsored activities

Visible piercings
(other than ears)

Visible bra strap(s)
Thin (spaghetti) straps
Exposed cleavage
Anything too tight

Exposed midriff

Skirt or shorts shorter
than fingertips with
arms fully extended

Leggings worn
alone as pants

High heel shoes




DRESS CODES AND STUDENT PUSHOUT

How do the creation and enforcement of dress and
grooming rules contribute to student pushout?

Dress and grooming codes are enforced through a broad range of stigmatizing and exclusionary
disciplinary mechanisms, including requiring students to change clothes*!, issuing verbal
warnings*?, rendering students ineligible to participate in any extracurricular activities** and
removing students from their learning environment through in-school suspensions** out-of-
school suspensions® and, in some cases, expulsion,* which in some jurisdictions may be
permanent and be unrestricted by age.*” In addition to formal disciplinary sanctions, school
officials employ “send home” practices, whereby students are removed from school and sent
home for alleged dress or grooming code violations without a formal suspension.*® Research has
documented how these forms of “informal” discipline practices produce many of the same
adverse educational consequences associated with formal discipline*” while artificially reducing
overall suspension rates and erasing the tangible ways students are deprived of learning
opportunities.®® Given that Black and Brown students, students identifying as female, LGBTQ+
students, and students living at the intersection of these identities are disproportionately
targeted by these policies and officials charged with enforcing them who choose to remove them
from the classroom, and deprived of an opportunity to learn.”!

The United States Government Accountability Office study found that 44 percent of
school dress codes included informal exclusion practices, such as removing students
from class or sending them home without due process, without recording the removal as
formal discipline.”® The report also found that schools with strict dress codes were
associated with higher rates of disciplinary practices that exclude students from the
classroom.®

Figure 13: Dress Code Excerpts: Examples of Removing Students from Class

Large suburban district: Rural district: Rural district: Large suburban district: Rural district
Students who are Students cited for Students who miss class If a student is out of Students who do not
in violation of this dress code violations due to a dress code dress code, guardians comply with the dress
rule will be sent to may be sent home violation will be will be called and the regulations will be sent
Student Services for the day resulting considered unexcused. student will remain in home to change...
and sent home with in them receiving an Attendance procedures the office until they Time from school will
an unexcused unexcused absence. will be followed. [For the] can change. be unexcused and
absence for the day. 6th Offense: Referral to No exceptions. makeup work will not

court system for habitual be accepted.

truancy charges

Source: GAO review of dress codes. | GAQ-23-105348




DRESS CODES AND STUDENT PUSHOUT

Whether enforced formally or informally, the use of exclusion and/or segregation of students
from their learning communities through dress and grooming codes can produce immediate and
long-term harms ranging from inequitably limiting children’s access to core curriculum and
essential instructional time to undermining opportunities for children to engage in critical
extracurricular opportunities to inhibiting positive social-emotional development, school
connectedness, and positive peer relationships.>*

Further, it has been found that the enforcement of dress and grooming rules stigmatizes
students, which, in turn, contributes to negative self-perceptions about their own expression and
identities.> Research has identified, for example, how Black girls experience such stigmatization
as feelings of having to shrink or conform to avoid facing reprisal, exclusion, and/or discipline
from adults in their schools.”® Similarly, Latiné students who were disciplined for wearing clothing
associated with vague and subjective and clearly racialized terms such as “gang-related” attire
such as wearing a certain color of garments including “blue and red bandannas, shoelaces, belts,
and earrings,”’ “hoop earrings,”*® often described feeling criminalized, alienated from school, and
less motivated to participate in their education.>® Additionally, sex stereotyping and gender
stereotyping of young female students produced evidence-based perceptions of being more

targeted for punishment and exclusion in comparison to male-identified peers.*°

Policing Black Girlhood
In 2023, the Black Girls Education Justice Initiative of the ELCA-PA released “We Need
Supportive Spaces That Celebrate Us: Black Girls Speak Out About Public Schools” to
centering the lived expertise of students with lived experience with Black girlhood to
highlight how preventable “inequities caused by anti-Black racism, sexism, ableism,
homophobia, transphobia, and economic injustice pervade every aspect of Black girls’
education” and sets forth key demands needed for change.®! Key findings include:

e Students described dress and grooming codes being enforced “by adults policing the
ways their bodies look” in ways that led to sexualization, shame, and exclusion.®?

e They reported being disciplined based on their body shape, being sent home even
while wearing the required uniform, and being singled out when white peers who
followed the same rules were not, and witnessing other Black girls being subject to
disparate and subjective enforcement.®

e Demanded immediate reforms that affirmatively safeguard students' rights against
racial discrimination, such as the Pennsylvania C.R.O.W.N. Act, which took effect on
January 24, 2026.%



https://www.elc-pa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/FINAL-Supportive-Spaces-for-web.pdf
https://www.elc-pa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/FINAL-Supportive-Spaces-for-web.pdf

RIGHTS-AFFIRMING DRESS & GROOMING CODES

What strategies can be used to transform dress and
grooming codes into rules that affirmatively grant
students rights or protections?

To promote safe, positive, and healthy school climates and remove unnecessary barriers to
learning states, localities, and schools should focus their attention on the passage of C.R.O.W.N.
Acts and the development of new dress and grooming rules that affirm students’ identities,
expression, and dignity.

Strategy 1: C.R.O.W.N. Acts and anti-discrimination laws

To address the prevalence of racialized hair discrimination in the United States, including in
schools, some state legislatures have enacted C.R.O.W.N. Acts (Creating a Respectful and Open
World for Natural Hair).®> The first C.R.O.W.N. Act was enacted in 2019 in California, and as of
December 2025, thirty states have passed the CROWN Act or legislation inspired by it.®

Presently, C.R.O.W.N. Act protections have been codified at the state, municipal, and local
levels®” with differences in scope.®® While protections differ by jurisdiction, these legal
frameworks offer promise to provide needed protections for protective styles such as braids,
locs, twists, cornrows, tight coils or curls, Bantu knots, afros, weaves, and wigs, and for
adornments and coverings including headwraps, cultural headdresses, extensions, hair color, and
hair adorned with ornaments such as ribbons, beads, or barrettes.®” Moreover, some of these
laws explicitly include “including but not limited to” language around what forms of racial hair
discrimination around protective hairstyles are prohibited.” This language, clarifying that the list
of protective hairstyles is not exhaustive, allows other displays of expression to be protected by
C.R.O.W.N. Acts that include it.”*

C.R.O.W.N. Acts often amend a state’s anti-discrimination law to specify that prohibitions on
racial discrimination include discrimination based on hair. For example, New Jersey’s C.R.O.W.N.
act amended the New Jersey Law Against Discrimination, so that students cannot be penalized
for hair texture, hair type, or protective hairstyles.”? Some C.R.O.W.N. Acts, such as the 2022
Massachusetts Act, protect against fewer types of hair discrimination. Massachusetts forbids
academic organizations from adopting policies that restrict natural or protective hairstyles.”




RIGHTS-AFFIRMING DRESS & GROOMING CODES

Entities with the applicable legal authority, such as schoolboards, must review rules and revise in
their policies to avoid conflict with non-discrimination laws, e.g., C.R.O.W.N. Acts. Examples of
rules include bans on specific hair styles, head coverings, and hair textures.

Harnessing the Power of C.R.O.W.N. Acts: Pennsylvania as a Case Study
In 2025 Pennsylvania adopted and codified C.R.O.W.N. Act protections that impact
“places of public accommodations,” which includes public schools, charter schools and
cyber charter schools, and preschools’* and amended the Pennsylvania Human
Relations Act (“PHRA”),”® clarifying that “race” includes traits historically associated
with race, explicitly including hair texture and protective hair styles. Interpreted
broadly, the C.R.O.W.N. Act limits schools from “creating school policies restricting
how students can wear or treat their hair,” which is an “example of hair

discrimination.””¢

The law defines “protective hairstyle” to “include, but not be limited to, such hairstyles
as locs, braids, twists, coils, Bantu knots, afros and extensions”’” and protects students
from punishment or discipline “for expressing their racial and cultural identity,”’
including their “hair texture or for wearing a protective hairstyle or head covering,
including during athletic events.’®

The law also defines “religious creed” to include “head coverings and hair styles
historically associated with religious creeds.””” Examples of protected expression which
would include nigabs, headscarves, hijabs, kippahs, and yarmulkes.2°

Since its passage, the C.R.O.W.N. Act has provided advocates, parents, and caregivers a
legal foundation to challenge dress and grooming rules such as bans on hairstyles
predominantly worn by Black students, e.g., combs, headscarves, durags, and wave
caps.t! However, advocates have identified that the protective and affirming impact of
the C.R.O.W.N. Act are not limited to invalidating facially racially discriminatory rules.®




RIGHTS-AFFIRMING DRESS & GROOMING CODES

Strategy 2: Affirming and protective dress and grooming rule provisions

Schools across the country have begun to develop “protective” dress and grooming code
provisions, which is an action every district could undertake.®® Two examples of these
“protective” provisions include explicitly naming discriminatory conduct and making clear that
discrimination is illegal, and including specific language outlining protections around a student’s
identity and expression.

A preliminary sampling by the Center for Racial and Economic Justice of more than thirty
public school districts® school codes of conduct, or equivalent policy documents
identified 16 “protective” provisions.

Approach 1: Name and Explicitly Prohibit Illegal Discrimination in Dress
and Grooming Rules

Dress and grooming codes should make clear to name and identify practices that may constitute
illegal discrimination. For example, Polk County Public Schools, “ . . Students shall not be
excluded from participating in any educational program or activity provided in the public school
of Polk County based on race, color, national origin, sex (including sexual orientation, transgender
status or gender identity), religion or disability (including HIV, AIDS or sickle cell trait), pregnancy,
marital status, age (except as authorized by law), military status, ancestry or genetic information,
which are classes protected by State and/or Federal Law (collectively, “protected classes”).®> New
York City Public Schools prohibits hair discrimination directly, providing, “dress codes must not
prohibit a student from wearing clothing consistent with their needs based on their protected
identities or from maintaining or wearing natural hair or hairstyles that are closely associated with
these identities. For example, dress codes should allow. . .head scarves, do-rags, beads and other
hair accessories, short or long hair, locs, braids, and twists.”®¢ Seattle Public Schools prohibits
discrimination for one’s body shape/size and type, “Dress code enforcement” will not create
disparities, reinforce or increase marginalization of any group, nor will it be more strictly enforced

against students because of. . . body size/type, or body maturity. . ¥’
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Approach 2: Include Explicit Identity and Expression Affirming
Protections in Dress and Grooming Rules

Dress codes should be revised to affirm students’ identities, protect cultural, religious, and gender
expression, prescribe positive staff responses to violations, focus on equity and dignity, and
prioritize keeping students engaged in their learning environment.® For example, the School
District of Philadelphia recognizes students’ right to “dress consistent with their racial, cultural,
religious, and gender identities.”® Portland Public School District focuses on keeping students in
the classroom, stating that attire should never be “grounds for exclusion from class or activities.””°
Seattle Public Schools explicitly prohibit unnecessary discipline and body shaming for students’
body shape and size, hair, and dress.”* Allentown School District uses gender neutral language
that applies to all students: “Students must wear clothing including both a shirt and pants or skirt,
or the equivalent””? Fairfax County Public Schools maintain students’ dignity by stating,
“Discussions about dress code violations shall be held privately and maintain the dignity of the
student.”®” The school district of Palm Beach County, Florida’s policy maintains that no student
will be denied attendance at school for failing to comply with the dress code and provides

clothing assistance to students experiencing financial hardship.”
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