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The Issue

School uniforms have become a source of financial stress for parents across Northern Ireland.
Annually, parents face a significant financial outlay to ensure that their children are appropriately
attired for the school year. For some, school uniform policy can dictate the school a parent will
choose, or a child’s self-esteem will be diminished because they are sent home for not having met
the exact uniform criteria or cannot participate fully in school activities because parents cannot
afford the required uniform or PE kit. The Children’s Society Report in 2020 on school uniforms “The
Wrong Blazer” states:
 
“School uniforms can play a vital part in contributing to the ethos of a school,
particularly in ‘poverty-proofing’ classrooms from the demands of latest trends.
However, needlessly high costs, particularly when school governing bodies require
parents to buy exclusive or branded items, undermine the equalising quality of school
uniform. Instead, expensive uniform requirements place an unnecessary burden on
parents and children.” (The Children's Society, 2020)

While guidance by the Department of Education (DE) encourages schools to keep costs to a
minimum, this guidance is non-statutory and therefore non-enforceable. Many schools do not follow
the guidance and affordability and inflexibility are reported as key concerns for families across
Northern Ireland. The Minister is aware of the issue and parents are grateful that she has announced
preparation for a review of free school meal eligibility and the school uniform grant
(aims.niassembly.gov.uk, 2021) but this review does not go far enough and lacks the independence
from DE to ensure that all voices are heard and reflected in any review.

Action to be taken
The Parent Engagement Group calls on the Minister of Education to immediately establish an
Independent Ministerial Advisory Group on School Uniforms to:

1. Recommend bespoke legislation for Northern Ireland that draws on the legislative experience of
other parts of these islands, placing uniform guidance on a meaningful statutory footing. The
recommendations should consider, but not be limited to, considering a legislative uniform cost cap,
as well as legislating for any recommendations made under consideration 2.

2. Review DE non-statutory guidance for school uniforms and make recommendation on what is
appropriate clothing for schools to adopt. The group should make recommendations on what
constitutes appropriate uniform for today’s schooling environment, taking into account issues of
gender, branding, affordability and practicality. 

3. Consider the current school uniform grant and review the level of grant payable in Northern
Ireland, compared to other parts of the UK and Ireland and make recommendations to the Minister
on an appropriate grant payment in Northern Ireland. This should include a review of the threshold
at which any grant is paid. The uniform grant should be comprised in the statutory guidance.



health and safety – the school could reasonably expect that long hair is safely tied back
for work in a science laboratory, or technology workshops. Similarly, it may be reasonable
for a school to ban pupils from wearing jewellery where it considers that this poses a risk
of injury, or where it considers that wearing jewellery to school might place a pupil at
increased risk of bullying and harassment. Also, on a practical level, schools may wish not
to stipulate the wearing of a tie for younger children.
security – schools need to be able to identify individual pupils so that they may maintain
good order and can identify intruders easily. 
teaching and learning – if a pupil’s face is obscured for any reason, the teacher may not
be able to judge their involvement in the learning process and secure their participation
in classroom activities; or protecting young people – protecting pupils from having to
conform to a particular dress code associated with antisocial elements or gangs.
promoting school identity - promoting a school identity that supports high standards
and provides a sense of belonging for pupils.
promoting harmony – the need to promote harmony and equality among different
groups in the school.
cost – the need to keep costs to a minimum and ensure that items are available ‘off the
peg’ from a number of retail outlets so that the school uniform does not become a barrier
for children from low income families attending the school.

Given the management structure of schools in Northern Ireland, school uniform policy is
largely a matter for Boards of Governors. There is no statutory code and the only guidance
given by the Department was issued in 2011 (Education, 2015) and is not mandatory.

The policy sets out the rationale for uniforms:

“School uniform can play a valuable role by: setting an appropriate tone; instilling pride;
supporting positive behaviour and discipline; encouraging identity with, and support for, the
school ethos; ensuring pupils of all races and backgrounds feel welcome; protecting children
from social pressures to dress in a particular way; and, nurturing cohesion and promoting
good relations between different groups of pupils. Many schools also believe that school
uniform supports effective teaching and learning.” (Ibid, p. 1)

The guidance issued calls on schools to ensure that the uniform is: practical, comfortable and
appropriate and represent value for money for families. It calls on schools to have regard for:

The current law in Northern Ireland



For PE uniform the guidance states:

“PE is a compulsory part of the statutory curriculum from age 4 to 16. Clothing and footwear
are important aspects to safety in PE. A change of clothing for PE is important, including at
primary school, for reasons of hygiene and to ensure the clothing is suited to the physical
activity. Schools should consult The Association for Physical Education’s ‘Safe Practice in
Physical Education and School Sport’, in relation to clothing for PE. Therefore a school should
choose a PE uniform which is practical, comfortable and appropriate to the activity involved
bearing in mind the needs of different pupils and the relevant equality issues. It should also
consider the cost of clothing for PE particularly where specialised equipment is necessary.”
(Education, 2015, p. 4)

The issue of cost is specifically addressed in section 3 of the guidance:

“The cost of a school uniform and other related items such as physical education (PE) clothing
can be very expensive, particularly for low income and/or large families. Around 20% of the
school population in the North is entitled to free school meals. The Department therefore
expects Boards of Governors to give a high priority to cost considerations when designing
their uniforms. Families should not feel excluded from being able to select a particular
school because of the cost of a uniform.”

The wearing of uniform and the guidance does not have statutory authority and it is
the view of PEG that schools are not adhering to the guidance and in particular, Boards
of Governors and Principals have little regard for the cost of uniforms and PE kit, when
setting their policy.

The current law in Northern Ireland



Wales

In 2019, the Welsh Government became the first part of the UK to introduce statutory
guidance for school uniforms. Governing bodies and head teachers must have regard to the
guidance when formulating and revising their school uniform policies. While there is no
specific legal provision mandating uniform guidance, the Minister utilised section 88 of the
Education Inspections Act 2006 to issue statutory guidance.

The guidance requires schools and governing bodies to give high priority to cost and
affordability, including: stipulating basic items and colours but not styles so that items can be
bought from multiple retail chains rather than restricted suppliers; avoiding high cost items
such as blazers and caps; considering the necessity of logos and limiting them to one item;
avoiding variation in colours and style for different year groups; and choosing a PE kit which
is practical, comfortable, appropriate to the activity involved, and affordable. Further, the
guidance states that governing bodies are instructed to adopt a sensitive, flexible approach
that has regard to the equality issues outlined in this guidance; are required to review
supplier arrangements regularly and be able to demonstrate that they have obtained the
best value for money from suppliers for example through a tendering process; engaging
parents, community members, pupils and the school council in developing school uniform
and appearance policies. Guidance is not restricted to cost, issues of equality and inclusion
should be followed. (Welsh Government, 2019)

The guidance in Wales is not dissimilar to the guidance set by the Department for Education
in Northern Ireland. The main difference is the Welsh government have issued guidance
under statutory powers. The statutory underpinning places an obligation on Boards of
Governors and Principals to consult with parents and demonstrate they have had regard to
the guidance. Failure to do so would render the school open to Judicial Review. At the very
least this gives parents the right to a legal recourse not available in Northern Ireland,
where the Departmental guidance can be (and in reality, is) ignored completely. 

Statutory Guidance – The experience in other parts of the UK



England

In England, The Education (Guidance about Costs of School Uniforms) Act 2021
(Legislation.gov.uk, 2021) introduced a specific requirement for statutory guidance to be
issued for school uniforms, but only in respect of cost. 

The new law in England is designed to alleviate financial pressures for families. Accordingly,
statutory guidance, which is due to be introduced in Autumn 2021, will now require schools
in England to consider ways to keep uniform prices as low as possible when they are
developing school uniform policies (Department of Education, 2021). The cross-party support
for the Bill recognised the costs parents face for school uniform, particularly for branded
items, and the new statutory guidance will ask schools to consider high street alternatives. It
will also include measures on encouraging second-hand uniform sales, more competitive
arrangements with school suppliers including tendering processes, and ensuring parents
have access to clear information about uniform policies.
 
Placing guidance on a specific statutory footing will enable parents and pupils to hold
Boards of Governors and Principals to account. The law in England relates only to cost,
and unlike the Welsh guidance, the Minister is not required to provide guidance on
issues of equality and gender, although that duty may be inferred from other
legislation.

Statutory Guidance – The experience in other parts of the UK



In Northern Ireland the cost of uniform remains high. In England and Wales there has been
an attempt to deal with the cost through statutory intervention. The Minister should
consider a similar approach for Northern Ireland, enacting bespoke legislation.

The Parent Engagement Group research found the average cost in Northern Ireland of a
primary school uniform was £173 and post primary £378 (August 2021). Similar research
carried out by The Children’s Society in 2020 found the average spend for a post primary
pupil was £337 and £315 for a primary school pupil. These figures are three times what
parents think is reasonable - £85 for primary school children and £105 for post primary.

In particular, we are concerned about the cost of branded items, the use of limited suppliers,
thus limited choice and driving up price, use of non-high street options, as well as badges and
embroidered items (such as blazers and sports kit). The Children’s society research found
that where branded items or specific suppliers were stipulated by a school, this
increased costs by an average of 50% (The Children's Society, 2020). In Northern Ireland,
branded items are now the norm and most schools require bespoke blazers from limited
suppliers, increasing costs.

Research Commissioned by the Irish League of Credit Unions in 2020 found that one third of
parents are plunged into debt each year when buying school uniforms. The average debt
encountered by parents when buying uniform was £222. That was a £30 increase on the
average debt from 2019 (Preston, 2020).

If parents are falling into significant debt year-on-year to buy school uniforms, it is clear that
the current system of voluntary guidance is not working. The style, type and functionality of
school uniforms has changed very little in the last 50 years. The only major change to
uniform policy over the past few years is the increase in mandatory branded sportswear and
a use of limited suppliers. 

A review of the Departmental guidance is needed, it is no longer good enough for
the Department to continue to allow the issue to be a matter for day-to-day
school management. Without statutory intervention costs will continue to rise
and some schools will become inaccessible for low-income families.

School uniform costs



High costs of mandatory school uniform have long been recognised as a source of
unnecessary financial and emotional stress for families across the UK [1]. Sometimes forcing
families to cut back on food and heating, with many having to delay essential bills and take
on debt (Power et al., 2021), and turning to doorstep lenders or payday loan companies to
meet the costs (ILCU, 2020). 

“With ever increasing cost regards food, electricity and gas I am struggling now with a brand-
new uniform for my eldest child. Again, due to Universal Credit poverty strikes again… It’s just
money, money, money in already stressful and difficult times.” (Andrea N, lone parent with
two children, Northern Ireland) (Ibid, 2021, p.4)

Further, the prohibitive nature of school uniform policy can result in punitive or exclusionary
measures. According to The Children’s Society (2020), “wearing the wrong uniform can lead
to children being bullied, feeling left out or even being excluded from school, through
no fault of their own”. They estimate that nearly half a million children in England have
been sent home from school because the costs meant they were wearing incorrect uniform –
comparative figures for Northern Ireland are unknown. 

The Children’s Society (2020) have also cited that the high costs of school uniforms across the
UK, particularly where schools require parents to buy exclusive or branded items and use
one supplier, are undermining the equalising potential of the school uniform. This is in
contrast to the DE’s school policy guidance which states that:

“The school uniform can play a valuable role by: setting an appropriate tone; instilling pride;
supporting positive behaviour and discipline; encouraging identity with, and support for, the
school ethos; ensuring pupils of all races and backgrounds feel welcome; protecting children
from social pressures to dress in a particular way; and, nurturing cohesion and promoting
good relations between different groups of pupils.’ (Education, 2015, 1.3). 

It could be argued that the intended equalising outcome is lost with current
restrictive uniform policies. 

Impact of the cost of school uniforms

1 PEG’s 2021 survey of 1400 parents/carers found that 94% of parents surveyed were concerned about the cost of school uniforms. 73%
(1,031) said buying school uniforms had placed a strain on their family’s finances and of those parents 75(850) said this had impacted their
health and wellbeing. 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Circular%20201104%20-%20Guidance%20to%20Schools%20on%20School%20Uniform%20Policy%20%28revised%205%20June%202018%29.pdf


Schools’ decisions about uniform often exacerbates the difficulties faced by parents and the
reliance on limited approved suppliers; demand for badged uniform; and branded items can
dramatically increase costs, whilst reducing families’ ability to shop around. Some measures
have been taken by local government and by schools to mitigate these burdens, accordingly
the DE’s uniform guidance states that: 

“In September 2006 the Office of Fair Trading (OFT) announced the conclusion of its fact-
finding review of the school uniform market and called on schools to eliminate exclusive
agreements with retailers. They found that such exclusive outlets were on average 23% more
expensive than school uniform retailers generally and 150% more expensive than
supermarkets. OFT also recommended that uniforms incorporate items that are readily
available “off the peg” from a number of retail outlets. Schools should therefore ensure that
their uniform is widely available in high street shops and other retail outlets, and internet
suppliers rather than from an expensive sole supplier.” (Education, 2015, 3.2)

Despite this, guidance is non-statutory and there is no requirement on schools to ensure
items are competitive; no moderation of the procurement process; and ultimately no
evidence that all schools are complying with the advice. This issue requires attention and
explanation. Inevitably without uniform guidance being put into regulation, schools in
Northern Ireland will continue to have full autonomy. In contrast, schools in Wales are
required to review supplier arrangements regularly and be able to demonstrate that they
have obtained the best value for money from suppliers, for example, through a tendering
process; similarly, the forthcoming legally binding guidance in England is expected to require
schools to introduce more competitive arrangements with school suppliers including
tendering processes.

Impact of the cost of school uniforms cont.

School uniform grant: comparative analysis

It is clear that the rates payable to parents in Northern Ireland falls short of
comparable grants across these islands. The primary school grant in Scotland is
70% higher than the grant here, with the secondary school grant almost double
the payment received by parents in our schools. The comparison with Wales
and the Republic of Ireland is similar to that of Scotland. 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Circular%20201104%20-%20Guidance%20to%20Schools%20on%20School%20Uniform%20Policy%20%28revised%205%20June%202018%29.pdf


While the cost of school uniform is a primary concern for parents and pupils, it is not the only
issue that needs to be addressed. While school uniforms foster a community atmosphere,
are democratic, improve focus and discipline and are important for school ethos and
community life, uniform has largely remained unchanged from the 1950s. As schools
emerged from lockdown, there has been greater flexibility in expectations and requirements
for uniforms, for example, many schools continue to permit pupils to wear PE kit to school
when pupils have games or PE. After the first lockdown, most schools allowed pupils to
dispense with the blazer in preference for a branded hoody or sports shirt. It is clear that
flexibility can work and a more modern look to uniform is possible. Also, a synergy between
the required PE kit and day-to-day school wear would cut the costs of the uniform, as only
one type of clothing would be required.

The current norms of school uniform can disadvantage some young
people, particularly female students, transgender and gender non-
conforming pupils. For many students the school uniform is
uncomfortable, restrictive and out of date.

A study in Australia which looked at girls physical participation in school found that girls who
wear active wear for school uniform are more likely to participate in physical activity and be
more comfortable in their learning environment. It was noted that a more relaxed uniform
that did not restrict movement (such as hoody and tracksuit) encouraged participation and
allowed pupils to be more active (Education, 2015). There was no noted drop in behaviour or
academic participation. The restrictive nature of the school uniform is not conducive to
physical activity for girls, and it is more likely that male students will be physically active,
when wearing traditional school uniform.

School uniforms for girls tend to have more rules and regulations, such as length of skirt and
what types of jewellery can be worn. A report by Plan International found that girls feel more
self-conscious in traditional uniform and feel excluded from many activities. Even simple
activities like, sitting on the floor, sitting on high stools, or presenting in front of class are
restricted by normal school uniform (Plan Internationl UK, 2016). 

A study of transgender and gender non-conforming youth in 2017 highlighted the problems
school uniform causes for pupils. Current uniform and school rules impose gender
stereotypes on young people that make learning difficult (McBride and Schubotz, 2017).
Greater flexibility in uniform style and requirements allow all students the ability to wear
what is comfortable and appropriate for them.

Given that the experience of the pandemic has shown that school uniforms
can be reimagined and flexible, a review of uniform policy, put on a
statutory footing, would be in the best interests of all pupils.

Towards an inclusive school uniform policy



The Parent Engagement Group welcome the Minister of Education’s commitment to
review the school uniform grant under an overall review of the arrangements for both
this grant and the free school meals grant. We look forward to hearing more about this
over the coming months. We would, however, urge the Minister to ensure adequate
consultation is undertaken with key stakeholder groups, including parents and
children, and young people. 

The Parent Engagement Group have undertaken significant research around the issue
of school uniforms and are in a strong position to lead any consultation with parents.
They are currently working in collaboration with the Secondary Students’ Union of
Northern Ireland to ensure the voice of young people is also expressed on this matter
and the data will be forthcoming upon completion of that consultation early
November. 

It is the view of the Parent Engagement Group that school uniforms should be
affordable to all families across Northern Ireland and this matter needs urgent
attention. The community response to addressing the financial pressures upon
families with school uniform banks, while admirable, is not a long-term solution. The
best approach for all families is to place the current robust guidance on a statutory
footing to ensure the needlessly high costs of school uniforms is addressed in an
acceptable manner removing the many issues outlined throughout this paper.

By establishing an Independent Ministerial Advisory
Group all stakeholders will be afforded a fair and
reasonable opportunity to be heard on the matters 
most prevalent to them and how these can best be
adequately addressed.

Conclusion
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Contact us:
Email: parentengagementgroupni@gmail.com
Twitter: @ParentPEG
Facebook: @ParentEngagementGroup – PEG 

This policy discussion paper was created
by, and remains the property of the
Parent Engagement Group (PEG)

Thank you to everyone who contributed
by completing and sharing the parent
survey and to those young people who
are currently engaging with the young
person's survey, thank you!
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