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ABSTRACT
Nash, Nina W. Ed. D. The University of Memphis. August/2009. A Qualitative Study of Urban Middle School Principals’ Perceptions of Student Modifications to a School Uniform Policy in an Effort to Gain Cultural Identity and Self-Expression. Major Professor: Dr. Linda Wesson

This qualitative study uses a narrative approach in an effort to study three middle school principals’ perceptions of a district-mandated school uniform policy. I conducted three interviews with each participant in order to identify how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression.
The principals, who are employed in a mid-south urban school district, report not only their perceptions of the student’s modifications to the uniform policy but also their ability to relate these modifications to the students’ need to establish an identity. The principals also viewed Google images of adolescent students dressed in school uniforms. Upon viewing the images the principals reported their perceptions of how the students modified the uniform they wore. They also reported how they would respond to the student’s uniform modifications if they were students in their school. 

Data sources used in this study include interview transcriptions, transcriptions of the photograph elicitation, and existing literature sources. The findings reveal that although principals are advocates of the school uniform policy, some students have begun to make modifications that are not aligned with the district’s initial implementation goals. The principals attribute these modifications to students’ social development as adolescents, and express a desire to decrease the focus on adolescent’s social issues and increase the focus on their academic issues. To maintain discipline and order, the participants promote activities in their schools that create a sense of responsibility and independence on behalf of their students. I discuss the students’ modifications in detail along with the principal’s ability to associate these modifications with the students’ need to gain cultural identity and self-expression. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION..……………………………………..…………..
……1


Background Information……………………..……………………………..........2
Statement of the Problem…………………………………………... …………...5

Research Purpose and Questions…………………………………………………5
Definition of Terms……………………...……………………………………….6

Potential Significance of Research……………………………………………….7
Limitations…………………………………………………..……………………8
Methodology………………………………………...……………………………9

Research Design………………………………………………..……..…………10

Chapter Summary……………………………………………………….……….10
Organization of the Study………………………………………………………..10

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW………………………………………………..12
Organization of Chapter…………………………………………………………12

Adolescent Maturation and Development…………………………….…………13

African-American Adolescent Maturation and Development……………...........20

Theories of Development…………………………………………………...........23
Historical Development of School Uniforms……………………………………25
Legal Ramifications When Implementing Uniform Policy……………………...34

Principals’ Perceptions of School Uniform Policies……………………………..38

Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY……………………………...…………………………....41
Qualitative Research………………………………………………………..
……42
Symbolic Interactionism…………………………………………………………43
Subjectivity Statement………………………………………….………………..45
Ethical Considerations………………………………………….………………..47

Participants and Research Site…………………………………………..……….48

Data Collection Procedures………………………………..…………………….50

A. Data Collection: Interviews………...…………………………………....52

B. Data Collection: Photo-elicitation……………………………………….58
C. Data Collection: Documents……………………………………………..60
Data Management and Analysis.……..……………………………………….....63

A. Interactions Among People……………………………………………...68

B. Use of Symbols in Communication and Interaction……………………..69

C. Self as Constructed by Others Through Communication and Interaction.69

D. Flexible Social Processes………………………………………………...70
Chapter Summary…….………………………………………………………….70

Chapter 4:RESEARCH FINDINGS………......................................................................72

Description of Participants……………………………………………………….72

A. Principal Wayne………………………………………………………….73

B. Principal Wesley…………………………………………………………74

C. Principal Walter……………………………………………………….....74

Synthesis of Findings from Sources of Data Collection…………..……………..76

A. Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific……………………76

B. Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity…………………….82

C. Principals Do Not Support  Student’s Uniform Modifications………….90

D. Prevalent Middle School Social Status Influences Uniform Violation….93

 
Chapter Summary………………………………………………………………..98

Chapter 5: DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS…………………………………....99

Comparison of Findings to Existing Literature………………………………...100

Implications of Themes on Policy Development……………………………….102

A. Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific…….....................102

B. Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity…………………..103

C. Principals Do Not Support Students’ Modification Attempts…….…...104

D. Prevalent Middle School Status Influences Uniform Violation……….105

Contributions to Existing Literature………………………...………………….105

Implications…………………………..………...………………………………106

Future Research………………………………………………………………...107

Conclusions……………………………………………………………………..109

LIST OF TABLES


Table 1: Key Features of Adolescent Development……………………………..15


Table 2: Four Major Questions-Guidelines for Adults…………………………..17


Table 3: Criteria for Selecting Participating Schools……………………………50


Table 4: Types of Color-Coded Modifications…………………………………..64


Table 5: Establishing Color-Coded Modifications Theme………………………66


Table 6: Informationn of Each Participant’s School…………………………….73


Table 7: Participants’ Responses to Images……………………………………...75

REFERENCES…………………………………………………………………………110

APPENDICES

Appendix A: IRB Approval…………………………………………………….121

Appendix B: Research Timeline………………………………………………..123

Appendix C: Interview Protocol………………………………………………..126

Appendix D: Photographs……………………………………………………....127

 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Picture this: Four young men are walking together, talking amongst themselves; they occasionally exhibit bursts of boisterous laughter as they stroll blissfully in the early morning. They tread uncaringly as they chuckle, all four of them, similar in their saunter but differing in their attire. One young man is about to lose his navy blue well-creased pants; they have fallen far below his waist with no belt to support them. His spotless white short-sleeved polo-style shirt, tucked neatly into his oversized navy blue pants, displays the outline of his narrow posterior. His clean white shoes are unlaced and the sound of these shoes drumming against the pavement creates a beat that one unknowingly hums, click-clock-click-clock. Another young man, whose pants are not being worn below his waist, stands out because his shoestrings and socks are two different colors. He is wearing a pair of all black, high-top gym shoes with a red shoestring in the left shoe and a white shoestring in the right shoe. His socks, while bearing the same color as his shoestrings, are reversed in their effort to coordinate with the shoelaces; the red shoestring goes with the white sock and the white shoestring goes with the red sock. The third young man, wearing a basic white-but dingy-polo style shirt, has on necklaces that carry bulky emblems of an unknown kind. His begrimed short-sleeved polo shirt and his wrinkled khaki pants are accented heavily by his hefty gold necklace. The medallions on his thick gold-roped necklace look as though they could weigh his slender neck down. The last young man has on the basic white polo shirt with the khaki pants, the white socks with the fresh white gym shoes. Only his shoes have a drawing on each side. The shoes bear a symbol that resembles an ‘S’ on the outer sides of each shoe. 

These young men, in their assorted clothing, are walking to school on a usual Monday morning. A cool spring morning that differs from no other morning they’ve treaded that path to middle school. Although their attire may indicate otherwise, these young men are treading to a school that has a stringent uniform policy. Not only the school, but the entire district has a uniform policy. As their clothing indicates, these students’ creative fashion trends are being displayed through what is supposed to be an unyielding district mandated school uniform policy.

Background Information


The topic of school uniforms surfaced in the 1980s when a report titled A Nation at Risk warned that the educational foundations of our society were being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity (U.S. Department of Education, 1983). Setting a standard for the definition of excellence in schools, this document stated that 

Excellence is defined in three ways. For the learner, it means performing on the boundary of individual ability in ways that test and push back personal limits in the school and the workplace. For schools, it means that high expectations and goals are set for learners, and every way possible is attempted to assist students to reach them. Excellence in society means that its people respond to the challenges of a rapidly changing world and adopt policies which enable its people (including students) to be equipped with the knowledge and skills necessary to achieve excellence. (p. 12-13)

The publishing of A Nation at Risk, under the leadership of President Ronald Reagan, provoked a sincere focus on improving education for students. In this document several reforms were introduced in hopes of positively impacting public education. One of these reforms, maintaining discipline through the development of firm and fair codes of student conduct which are consistently enforced (United States Department of Education, 1983), caught the attention of public schools nationwide.
Wanting their schools to be perceived as excellent, the leaders and stakeholders of Cherry Hill Elementary School in Baltimore, Maryland implemented the first publicized uniform policy as a means of reducing clothing costs and social pressures on children (Brunsma, 2006). Their implementation took place four years after the publication of A Nation at Risk. This urban school’s uniform policy began as a voluntary program, which parents supported immediately, claiming that the uniform policy reduced the preoccupation of students with designer clothing for school wear (Daniels, 1987). This school’s policy was not as concentrated on resolving student conduct issues as future uniform policy implementation measures. 

Seven years after Cherry Hill Elementary School’s voluntarily adopted uniform policy the Long Beach Unified School District in Long Beach, California school officials implemented a district uniform policy in hopes of reducing and eventually eliminating instances of student violence and increasing student’s attendance.  Policy officials of the Long Beach Unified School District reported decreased crime rates and increased attendance percentages (Cohn & Siegel, 1996), which they attributed to implementation of the uniform policy. The results of the Long Beach Unified School District’s uniform policy prompted President William Clinton, in his 1996 Presidential Radio Address to the Nation, to endorse school uniforms in public schools as a means to “break [the] hold of gangs and violence” (p. 1) and promote school discipline and order (Felch, 1996). At his direction, the United States Department of Education distributed the Manual on School Uniforms to the nation’s 16,000 school districts, advising them how they could legally enforce a public school uniform policy (Stockton & Gullat, 2002). President Clinton declared the many successes of not only the Long Beach Unified School District’s uniform policy, but also several other schools around the country that have successfully implemented school uniform policies in the Manual on School Uniforms (United States Department of Education, 1996). He asserted that the benefits of school uniforms are as follows:

1. Decreasing violence and theft-even in life threatening situations-among students over designer clothing or expensive sneakers.

2. Helping prevent gang members from wearing gang colors or gang insignia at school

3. Instilling students with discipline

4. Helping parents and students resist peer pressure

5. Helping students concentrate on their schoolwork

6. Helping school officials recognize intruders who come to the school (United States Department of Education, p. 3)

  With these positive outcomes being emphasized by the President of the United States, the interest in school uniforms continued to increase.


Results of a survey conducted by The National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) in February 2000 showed that one in five public schools had uniform policies (Brunsma, 2006). A plethora of literature exists that studies the effectiveness of these uniform policies against variables such as self-esteem, school pride, student behavior and school climate (Brunsma, 2006; Eppinger, 2001; Felch, 1996; Viadero, 2005; Wade & Stafford, 2003).

Statement of the Problem

There is a gap in the literature about principals’ interpretations of the ways in which students negotiate school uniform policies. For example, the presence of gangs in middle schools is increasing (Wade & Stafford, 2003), and principals report that wearing certain colored shoestrings or wearing the baseball cap in a certain direction can be an indicator of gang affiliation. Principals are charged with the responsibility of collaborating with stakeholders to create and enforce policies that facilitate in schools being places where students mature socially and academically (Purpel, 1989). Given that principals are the instructional leaders, I ask in this research study; how are they addressing these minor yet significant modifications that students make to the school uniform? As the introduction specifies, students are now making certain modifications to the uniform policies to show their fashion trends and social associations. Having an in-depth understanding of how principals interpret the students’ modifications to a school uniform policy is critical for future policy implementation measures. I conducted the research for this study with the principals’ interpretations as my basis.

Research Purpose and Questions

The purpose of this qualitative research study is to identify how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression.

The following research questions will be addressed throughout this research study:
1. How do principals describe the ways that students modify the uniform policy?

2. How do principals describe their experiences with students who commit uniform violations?

3. How do principals explain the relationship between their response to student uniform modifications and adolescent need for self-expression and cultural identity? 


Definition of Terms


As I analyze the data and report the findings from this study, I use certain terms that require an explanation. These terms are listed below, and I provide along with the term the most appropriate definition as it applies to this study.

1. Accessories-the clothing items worn with the basic uniform shirt and pants or skirt such as earrings, belts, purses, socks or shoestrings.

2. Adjustments-the changes students make to the uniform policy with their selection of accessories, colors and/or the style in which they wear the clothing. Synonyms used interchangeably with the term adjustments are modifications and/or negotiations.

3. Administrators-person(s) charged with the responsibility of overseeing the daily functioning of schools. Often referred to as principals and/or assistant principals.

4. Adolescents-for purposes of this study, adolescents are students ages 9-13 who are part of a public middle school.

5. Cultural identity-the extent to which one identifies oneself based on the influence(s) of one’s culture. Includes a combination of ethnic, religious and social components.

6. Sag(ging)-wearing pants far below the waist, often showing the undergarments.
Potential Significance of the Research

As school leaders alter existing school uniforms policies, being cognizant of the various modifications that students make to these policies is critical knowledge. Being aware of the uniform policy compromises made by students not only increases the administrators’ attentiveness to the compromises, it can also create an environment of understanding on behalf of both the students and the administrators. An understanding environment permits itself to effective teaching and learning practices. This research can also serve as a tool for policy modification measures. Societal factors bring about the need for policy revisions, and this research can provide realization to those involved in the policy revision process. 

As school uniform policies are designed to decrease students’ preoccupation with clothing (Stockton & Gullat, 2002), the modifications that students make to these policies indicate that their preoccupation with clothing has not decreased; in fact, their preoccupation with clothing is only increasing. Upon completion of this research study, it is my intent to inform school leaders of how some of the initial goals of school uniform policies (decreasing students’ preoccupation with clothing, increasing school safety, identifying non-school persons, decreasing gang presence) are being negotiated by students’ selection of uniform-related clothing. This research, which analyzes empirical data and also reports perceptions, is in its novice stage and can therefore serve as a platform for future research opportunities. As it reports findings from multiple schools, the information presented in this research study lends itself towards a greater understanding. 

Existing literature indicates that some school uniform policies, which were implemented to promote safety, are in fact failing to meet this goal (Brunsma, 2006). David Brunsma has been following the movement for school uniforms since 1996 and has conducted several research studies that reference this topic (Brunsma & Rockquemore, 1998; Brunsma, 2004; Brunsma, 2006). Although researchers have conducted extensive studies to determine why school uniforms are not meeting their implementation goals (Stockton & Gullat, 2002; Wade & Stafford, 2003), few research studies have focused on principal’s daily interactions with students who are required to wear school uniforms. This research study queries school principals, specifically middle school principals, in an effort to understand their perceptions of how the students are making certain modifications to the school uniform policy. Middle school begins the age of adolescence and is therefore crucial to this research study. Participants reported the various measures they initiate in order to discourage the student’s modifications. They also reported their students’ assorted uniform infractions and how these infractions lend themselves to the students’ need for social identity.

Limitations


There are some limitations to this study. Primarily, if information reported by participants is inaccurate, it may be difficult
to determine the effectiveness of this research study. Research themes developed from this study should only be transferred to other middle schools which are similar to those defined in this research study. I chose three schools that are geographically representative of this district. While searching for schools that geographically represent this district’s middle school population, I was presented with participants who are African-American males. This factor may contribute to distorted data representation. A female principal may interpret the findings differently or report the data differently, as would a principal who is not African-American. There are 41 middle schools in this district, with 19 of these schools employing female principals. The schools are all urban middle schools. However, I caution others to not apply the findings of this research to a population that does not correspond with the population described in this research study. 

The individuals charged with the responsibility of wearing the uniform, the students, could provide tremendous insight on the perceived negotiations they make to the policy. While interacting with students would have been an optimal research experience, the district examined in this research study would not allow access to students due to the numerous district-wide initiatives being implemented by a recently employed administrative team.
Methodology

The qualitative research design, which argues that human behavior is significantly influenced by the setting in which it occurs (Marshall & Crossman, 1998), perfectly fits the goals of this study. As the students wear the uniforms in the school setting, it was my objective to interview principals in this particular setting so that the information the principals provide will be relevant to my specific research purpose and questions. The specific type of qualitative study for this research is an interview study. An interview study, as defined by Kvale (1996), is “an attempt to understand the world from the participants’ point-of-view, to unfold the meaning of peoples’ experiences, to uncover their lived world” (p. 44). This research study will be analyzed using symbolic interactionism, which is according to Blumer (1986) a study of group life and conduct. In the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism it is assumed that humans act toward things on the basis of meanings these things have for them (Nelson, 1998). Symbolic interactionism studies the functional relationship between how we see ourselves, how we see others and how we think others see us (Bhattacharya, 2007). Bhattacharya (2007) also states that symbolic interactionism is the theoretical framework that “seeks to understand social reality and society from the perspective of the actors who interpret their world” (p. 27). 

 The research questions were addressed by conducting interviews, analyzing photo images, and viewing documents. The participants responded to interview prompts created by the researcher. There were three sets of tape-recorded interviews. There were four photo images that were presented to each participant. Their responses were transcribed and analyzed for codes and were later organized into categories. Themes for this research study were created from these categories.
Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the foundation for this research study, providing background information about the implementation of school uniform policies in public schools. Government officials introduced the idea of school uniforms over two decades prior to now, and the debate over the effectiveness of school uniforms is still in existence. The significance of this study was explicated along with limitations related to this research study.

Organization of Study


The remaining sections of the dissertation are organized in chapters. As this particular section is labeled chapter one, it provides an overview of the proposed research study. In this chapter the research purpose and questions are stated along with the type of theoretical framework that I use to complete this research project. Chapter two supplies a background of existing literature that pertains to the topic of school uniforms. Specific topics such as implementation purposes, difficulties and successes are discussed thoroughly in this chapter. In this chapter I also provide background information regarding school uniform policies. There is also a discussion of adolescent’s behavior and development in chapter two. Chapter three contains information that indicates how I gather and analyze the data I receive during the data formulation and analysis process. Chapter four contains the findings of my research study, and chapter five reports the findings, conclusions and implications for future research.

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Organization of Chapter


This chapter, concentrating on school uniforms, adolescents’ maturation and development and the perceptions of principals in relation to school uniforms, is divided into three sections. As this research is concentrated on the modifications that adolescents make to public school uniform policies, section one of this chapter contains information that relates to adolescent maturation and development. Details of adolescents’ cultural identity and self-expression is discussed in an effort to explicate the relationship between the students’ uniform modifications and their maturation. A segment of section one details African-American adolescent development, as the district studied for this research is populated with 86 % African-American students. The second section is an examination of the historical development of school uniforms. This section includes initial implementation goals and effects of school uniform policy implementation on student’s social development. According to existing literature, school uniform policies have both positive and negative effects on student’s academic and social development (Bodine, 2003; Boutelle, 2008; Viadero, 2005). The final portion of section two discusses legal ramifications to consider when implementing a school uniform policy. There are certain legal obligations that school administrators must deliberate when implementing a school uniform policy (Mitchell & Knechtle, 2003). The concluding section, section three, reviews principals’ perceptions of uniform policies. This section provides detailed information about the relationship between the principals’ accounts of adolescents’ uniform modifications and existing literature.
Adolescent Maturation and Development
The development of children through the adolescent stage of life is marked with foreseeable milestones-both physically and mentally. Pruitt (1999) states, “The sudden and rapid physical changes that adolescents experience typically lend this period of development to be one of self-consciousness, sensitivity and concern over one's own body changes, and excruciating comparisons between oneself and peers” (p.21). Mentally, adolescents are on a constant exploration. Exploring all aspects of themselves, they begin this stage of life under the notion that achieving what they perceive as the perfect look is attainable with the right clothes, the right shoes or the right accessories (Daters, 1990). Physical appearance is an important aspect of the adolescent’s identity, not only for herself, but also for identifying with peers. For adolescents, their peers are more important than their parents. As they progress into late adolescence, ages 14-17, they develop a greater sense of emotional stability (Pruitt, 1999), however; it is not until adulthood that they begin to conceptualize their parents as resourceful beings. This could be an explanation of why parents and adolescents very often disagree on clothing choices. Mass General Hospital for Children writes:

Parents often think that their children are wearing clothes that are too tight, too loose, too short, too skimpy or too baggy. Why in the world would a male teen want his pants to hang halfway down his rear end? And how can that teen female breathe wearing pants that seem at least two sizes too tight? Teens frequently deem their parents old-fashioned and out of touch with the real world. And, parents are often shocked at how much the clothing costs. More than one hundred dollars for a pair of sneakers that might be too small in a few months sounds outrageous. Why pay eighty dollars for a pair of jeans, when there is a perfectly adequate pair—albeit from a different brand—that is half the price? (2009, para 7) 

Pierno (2003) states that the hallmark of adolescence is change. Adolescents experience changes not only in their physical appearance, but also throughout their behavioral, cognitive, social and emotional development. In her literature she makes the following assertion about adolescent maturation and development: 
The course of the changes occurring among adolescents and the outcomes of these changes depends very much on societal factors in the lives of the adolescents. The influence of factors such as family, culture and society are very important in shaping their journey to adulthood. (2003, para 5)

The society of an adolescent’s life is largely within the school setting. School is largely a social environment, and often the location in which a great deal of the adolescent’s time is spent. The influence of peers in the school setting has a tremendous bearing on the student’s development. The following table, created by Resource Center for Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention (1999), an organization aimed at promoting awareness of risky adolescent sexual behavior, outlines the changes occurring within adolescents. The changes are explained within five components of development: physical, cognitive, emotional, social and behavioral. Although the original table spans from early adolescence (ages 9-13) to late adolescence (ages 17-19), this research study focuses mainly on early adolescent students and will therefore contain only that particular section of the table.

Table 1 Key Features of Adolescent Development 

	Aspect of Development
	Adolescent Ages 9-13

	Physical
	Significant physical/sexual maturation

Intense concern with body image

	Cognitive
	Concrete thinking

	Emotional
	Growing independence in decision-making

	Social
	Increased influence of peers

Feeling attracted to others begins

	Behavioral
	Experimenting with new ways of behavior begins


Resource Center for Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention (1999)


As Table 1 indicates, adolescents are bombarded with exterior factors as they develop. An intense concern with body image that is indicative of the physical aspect of adolescent development coupled with the social aspect of an increased influence of peers can serve as justification of the assortment of modifications that adolescent students make to school uniform policies. The tight clothing worn by the young ladies; the sagging pants worn by the young men can both be attributed to their associations with other adolescents and the many influences they have on one another.


The adolescents’ clothing frequently has dimensions of self-identity within it, as they often use dress to indicate to others their particular style. For adolescents, clothing is a central means of communicating, specifically in the process of establishing one’s own identity. As stated by Daters (1990) “Society recognizes the role of clothing as a communicator of information during social interaction and as an aid in the establishment of self-identity. As an adolescent builds self-identity and self-esteem, the use of clothing becomes important aspects of his/her development” (p. 1). Clothes serve a wide variety of functions.  Adolescents use clothing to express themselves and to obtain social approval. It is also part of their self-image and a means to declare their self-importance. Further, clothing is a key way to identify with and compare oneself to peers. Of all age groups, adolescents are most likely to devote a disproportionate amount of time and attention to clothing and appearance (Mass General Hospital for Children, 2009). 
  Along with the adolescent’s clothing styles and selections are their ever-changing bodies. They may feel awkward or strange about their bodies. The early adolescent stage comes with body developments that they must adjust themselves to. Examples of these body developments are young ladies develop breasts and waistlines while young men grow facial hair at a brisk rate. Typically, they have high expectations for themselves, but this is tempered by a tendency for poor self-esteem. Their level of self-esteem comes from the reaction they have to their peers’ opinions of them. During this period of time friends are the most important part of life, and a teenager's interests and clothing style tend to be influenced by their peer group. With friends being such an important part of adolescents’ lives, their friends’ interpretations of their clothing selection is just as important as the friend him/herself. When these friends are accepting of the adolescent’s clothing style that can make for positive social development on behalf of the adolescent. The reverse applies; when these friends do not approve of the adolescent’s dress styles that could lead to certain aspects of negative social development.


Adolescents, in their quest to define themselves and their relationship to the world, begin to ask themselves four abstract questions:  (a) Who am I? (b) Am I normal? (c) Am I competent? (d) Am I lovable and loving? (Perkins, 2001). How adults respond to these questions is critical in their proper development. Table Two (Perkins, 2001) presents how adults should respond to adolescents who ask these questions.

Table 2 Four Major Questions-Guidelines for Adults

	Question
	Guidelines for Adults

	Who am I?
	Give them the freedom to explore their own world. Only then can adolescents begin to answer this question.

	Am I normal?
	Give them room to be like their peers. Fitting in with peers makes adolescents feel “normal.”

	Am I competent?
	Assist adolescents with their problems and challenges, but do not solve them.

	Am I lovable and loving?
	Adolescents develop best when they have supportive families and community life.


(Perkins, 2001)

In the perspective of school uniforms, these questions could present a major challenge. For example, with the question ‘who am I,’ adolescents may feel unable to explore their own world in the presence of a mandated uniform policy. If fitting in with peers makes adolescents feel normal, this normality may be difficult to achieve if there is no way for students to express themselves through their clothing selection. The adolescents’ selection of clothing is determined greatly by the identity they develop for themselves, which is influenced heavily by the responses of their peers. 
James Marcia (1991) hypothesized that identity development involves two steps. First, the adolescent must break away from childhood beliefs to explore alternatives for identity in a particular area. Second, the adolescent makes a commitment as to their individual identity in that area. Identity achievement occurs when the adolescent has explored and committed to important aspects of their identity. Identity achievement for adolescents is imperative to their development of self-esteem, moral reasoning and critical thinking skills (Marcia, 1991). 
Along with the role theory of adolescent development discussed in this chapter is Erik Erikson’s stages of development. Erik Erikson, a psychoanalyst who was heavily influenced by Sigmund Freud, created eight stages of development. Of particular importance to this research is the fifth stage, identity v. identity confusion. With characteristics that are specific to adolescents, this stage is summarized as follows:

A significant task during this stage of development is to discover who adolescents are as individuals separate from their family of origin and as members of a wider society. If unsuccessful in navigating this stage, adolescents experience role confusion and upheaval. Another significant task is to establish a philosophy of life. Unfortunately, adolescents do not have much experience, so ideals are substituted for experiences. A strong devotion is given to friends and causes. At this stage the most significant relationships are with peer groups. (Harder, 2002, para 5)

Throughout much of adolescence, teenagers struggle with developing their own identity (Oyserman & Harrison, 1995). Their heavy dependence on the responses of their peers creates a constant struggle to themselves, and more importantly, others. Oyserman and Harrison state that:

Adolescence is a critical phase in the process of self-making both because it is a time during which youth create an outline of the self they will become as adults and also because choices made during adolescence are likely to have important consequences for the future. (Oyserman & Harrison, 1995, para 1)

The components of adolescent identity development-achievement, foreclosure, moratorium and diffusion-further explain the process of identity development for the adolescent (Kroger, 2003). An explanation for each component is explained by Kroger (2003) as follows:

Identity achievement involves adolescents undertaking explorations of meaningful life directions prior to commitments, while foreclosed individuals have formed commitments without significant prior explanations. Many of the values and roles adopted by the foreclosed individual are based on others’ values, with which an adolescent has strongly identified. Individuals in the moratorium identity status are very much in the process of searching for meaningful adult roles and values but have not yet formed firm commitments, while those in the diffusion status appear uninterested in finding personally expressive adult roles and values. These youths may lack commitment for a variety of reasons, ranging from merely a happy-go-lucky approach to life to severe psychopathology. (p. 368)

An example of an adolescent experiencing identity achievement is an adolescent who has successfully decided, after various instances of exploration, on an appropriate method of wearing the school uniform. This method of wearing is not only within the realm of the actual uniform policy but it also corresponds well to the satisfaction of peers (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2005). An adolescent in the foreclosed state of identity development selects a certain method of uniform wearing because of its appeal to someone else-most often peers. Whether or not the foreclosed individual likes the modification, she wears it simply because the peers are fond of it (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2005). The moratorium stage of development, according to Kail & Cavanaugh, 2005), can be a healthy one. An adolescent in this stage is on a continuous exploration. Although certain basic decisions have been made, an established manner of wearing the school uniform is not apparent. For example, she may decide that tight clothes are not to her liking, but that is as definite as the decision gets at the moratorium state of identity development. Those adolescents in the diffused state of identity development lack motivation (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2005). These individuals are often easily swayed by peers because of their lack of drive.

Psychoanalyst Erik Erikson identified the goal of adolescence as achieving a coherent identity and avoiding identity confusion (Clark & Justice, 2002). Adolescents seek to identify themselves as separate entities of their social world. Some adolescents are unsuccessful with this task. Identity confusion occurs when adolescents unsuccessfully maneuver through attempts to form their own identity (Harder, 2002). In an attempt to discover their identities adolescents explore all dimensions of identity; physical, sexual, religious and ethnic, and grow in understanding of each dimension as they progress to adulthood. Adolescent’s identity development begins with the realization that they are unique individuals. Erikson stated that in all stages of development prior to adolescence, maturity depends largely on what is done to an individual; however, at the adolescent stage and beyond maturity depends on what the adolescent does (Clark & Justice, 2002). The district studied for this research contains an estimated 86 % of African-American students; therefore, the identity development of African-American adolescents is of distinct interest to this research study.

African-American Adolescent Maturation and Development

For African American adolescents, creating an identity is an activity with dual components; both racial identity and social identity are explored (Oyserman and Harrison, 1995). While racial identity involves membership in a group with traditions, the social identity is more loosely defined (Bowser & Perkins, 1991). For African American adolescents, self-expression has been found to be critical in the development of identity and self-confidence for both boys and girls (Harter, 1998). Self-appraisal is a key factor in coping and identity development for African-American adolescents. How these individuals view themselves depends on their perceptions of contextual conditions, expectations and processes. As African-American youth employ various coping strategies, self-appraisal continues, and strategies that produce desirable results for the ego are replicated. Coupled together, these yield emergent identities. Emergent identities define how individuals view themselves within and between their context of identity development and may show stability over time and space (Harpalani, 2006).
The racial identity of African-American adolescents facilitates the development of their competencies (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995). African-American adolescents, particularly inner-city adolescents, put the perspectives of their racially equivalent peers ahead of any other aspect in their schooling (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995). Stated plainly, African-American adolescents concern themselves with what their same race peers think of them. Identity formation processes during adolescence are characterized as pivotal to understanding the ease to which individuals transition into adulthood (Worrell & Gardner-Kitt, 2006). The degree to which one succeeds with this developmental task is often measured in terms of the extent to which he or she develops a personal identity that reflects autonomy and differentiation from family and peers (Murry, Brody, & Stephens, 2003). Exhausting too much time on the thoughts of others may impede the successful formation of adolescent’s identity. If minimal self-sufficient behavior is apparent on behalf of the adolescent it is believed that the identity formation process is unsuccessful. To fully understand the identity formation process in African-American adolescents, couple their apprehension with their peers’ perceptions with their need to disclaim existing stereotypes regarding their racial group.  

Youths who are members of a marginalized racial or ethnic minority encounter unique identity issues that structure developmental processes and create additional challenges that include not only individuating from family but also establishing ways in which to negotiate, mediate, and repudiate perceptions, messages, and expectations resulting from social stigma and negative stereotypes about their racial/ethnic group. (Murry, Brody, & Stephens, p. 2)

Several stereotypes exist that could compromise their effective development. They very often have derogatory stereotypes assigned to them that do not portray their characters authentically (Watorczyk, 2005). African-American adolescents have a dual battle in the identity development process. Racial/ethnic identity formation in adolescents is a complex, multifaceted process that in turn affects behavior and psychological functioning (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995).
Speaking on racial identity for African-American adolescents, Oyserman and Harrison (1995) make the following claim: 

For African American youth, answers to the ‘who am I?’ question are likely to include both distinctive, unique features of the self one will become and also representations of oneself as a black person in America. That is, the self-concept is likely to contain both personal identity and also racial identity - a sense of what it means to be both American of African heritage. (p. 1224) 


Adolescents most often associate themselves with peer groups. An adolescent who likes to be by herself is viewed as abnormal by her peers. McClellan and Pugh (1999) state, “By identifying with a particular crowd, adolescents can achieve at least a provisional identity, one that establishes their place within the peer system while they are working on developing a more comprehensive and personal sense of identity” (p.8). Establishing a belonging to the ‘right’ crowd is a part of identity formation for adolescents. Adolescent peer groups are hierarchal. The in-crowd, as perceived by adolescents, is most often at the top of the status system (Eder, 1985; Kinney, 1993).


The types of resilient behaviors that lead to competence among African-American adolescents are those that build social identity and friends and social support networks (Clark, 1991). Building a diverse yet sizeable cluster of friends or associates facilitates the adolescent’s social development. For African-American adolescents, identity formation is a process. This process is warranted successful when adolescents not only have a social identity that makes getting along with others unproblematic, but also when they have a belonging to a group that is of high status. Thompson and Akbar (2003) view social identity development in African-American adolescents as a cognitive process. Social identity formation for adolescents involves mental components. It is a psychological process (Brook & Pahl, 2005). In this belonging adolescents must also have elevated self-esteem. They must think highly of themselves.


African-American adolescents constantly make modifications to their school uniforms. These modifications are most often associated with a peer group. The peer groups of adolescents often identify one another based on the uniform modifications. Ethnic identity has been found to be important for the psychological well-being of ethnic and racial minorities (Brook & Pahl, 2005).
Theories of Development

Other psychologists created theories of development that are relevant to this study. Jean Piaget (1932) studied children’s and adolescent’s behavior on the basis of moral judgment. According to Piaget, (as cited in Crain, 1985) at the early adolescent age of 11 or 12, children begin to shift their moral thinking abilities. Children, according to Piaget’s research, view rules as concrete and absolute. “They believe that rules are handed down by adults or by God and that one cannot change them” (as cited in Crain, p.188). As children progress into the adolescent stage of life, they begin to view rules not as absolute but instead as provisional. In relation to the modifications adolescents make to school uniforms, the adolescents may view the uniform policies as recommendations instead of rules. 

Lawrence Kohlberg created a theory of moral development for children and adolescents. In Kohlberg’s moral stages of development (as cited in Crain, 1985) there are six stages that explain the moral judgment capability of children and adolescents. The six stages are as follows:

1. Obedience and Punishment Orientation

2. Individualism and Exchange

3. Good Interpersonal Relationships

4. Maintaining Social Order

5. Social Contract and Individual Rights

6. Universal Principles (Crain, p. 190)

Of particular interest to this research is stage two, individualism and exchange. “At this stage children recognize that there is not just one right view that is handed down by the authorities. Different individuals have different viewpoints” (Crain, p.198). At this stage adolescents believe their own interests are always pursuable. Addressing issues at this stage of moral development adolescents may ponder the question ‘what’s in this for me.’


Using the individualism and exchange stage to explain the adolescent’s interaction with a school uniform policy, it is presumed that these individuals do not see the value of a school uniform policy as one that benefits them, therefore; they make modifications to the policy that are more relevant and specific to their beliefs.
In a dissertation written regarding school uniforms in urban schools, Draa (2005) writes

One theory of clothing and appearance that serves as a basis for the study of school uniforms is role theory. Role theory is related to the use of appearance in the pattern of attitudes and actions taken by an individual in social situations (Mead, 1934; Sarbin, 1954). The specific role a person plays depends upon two entities: the situation and the person’s self-concept. According to role theory, clothing influences an individual’s self-concept and possibly determining whether or not a particular role is to be played at all. (Kaiser, 1998)

For adolescents, dress is a significant aspect of social development. Dress is one of many avenues by which adolescents dismiss their individuality and readily adopt the identities of a group. Draa (2005) states that “Security is derived from identifying with other group members and gaining their acceptance and approval, which is a behavior particularly evident among adolescents” (pg. 20). For this study, an understanding of adolescent development, which includes their clothing selections, is vital to its comprehension. 
Historical Development of School Uniforms


In the 1950s, many school dress codes prohibited girls from wearing slacks, and a decade later many school administrators began placing stipulations on the length of girls’ skirts (Anderson, 2002). When the first documented instance of a district-wide public school uniform policy occurred over a decade ago, other schools began to follow suit. Thinking that school uniforms would curb negative behaviors such as fighting and name-calling and increase essential school functions such as academics and attendance, the Long Beach Unified School District in Long Beach, California implemented this first documented instance of a district-wide school uniform policy in 1994. President Clinton held the district and its uniform policy implementation in high regards (Boutelle, 2008). Attorney General Janet Reno traveled to Long Beach, California to express President Clinton’s support of the initiative. This implementation occurred seven years after the school-wide uniform policy of Cherry Hill Elementary in Baltimore, Maryland. In 1987, the year of the Cherry Hill Elementary School uniform policy implementation, the parents of this predominantly African-American school were in full support of this policy, boasting of its tension reducing features on families as well as students, claiming that less money was spent on clothing and that students were no longer focusing on one another’s garments (Daniels, 1987). In 2000 a school uniform policy implementation occurred in Philadelphia for over 200,000 students. Parental response for this implementation was favorable, according to Paul Hanson, a spokesperson for the School District of Philadelphia (Dunne, 2000). That same year, schools in Miami reported that 60% of their public schools required that students wear school uniforms. Cities across the entire United States have implemented public school uniform policies in hopes of shifting student’s attention to academic issues (Dunne, 2000).

Years after the first documented implementation, uniform policies continue to be implemented in an effort to maintain secure and successful schools. Though public school uniforms are not mandates in public schools across the country, they are growing in their existence. In 2000 NAESP conducted a survey on public school uniform implementation and disclosed that one in five public schools had uniform policies (Brunsma, 2006). Public school uniforms have become a controversial topic, with those who favor school uniform implementation virtually equal in number to those who oppose them (Grauke, 2005). Contentious they may be, nonetheless school uniforms are viewed by many as necessary elements for schools that desire a focus on student’s achievement instead of student’s attire (Brunsma, 2006).
Research on school uniform policies indicate that some of the initial goals include placing a focus on student achievement, better behavior and increased school pride (Brunsma, 2006). Other goals associated with uniform policy implementation are reducing social pressures on children, boosting students’ self-esteem and decreasing instances of student-to-student violence over clothing and shoes (Stockton & Gullat, 2002). According to the NAESP survey (2000), principals felt that school uniforms offered many positive benefits to their students. Russell Eppinger (2001) writes: 

Students are able to stay more focused and disciplined throughout the school day [with a school uniform policy]. Principals reported that children often feel less social pressure when everyone in the school dresses the same way. Uniforms act as social equalizers. Students who can not be fashionable due to limited family finances are made to feel more comfortable among their peers. (para 4)

The sections following explain in detail the initial goals of school uniform policies-placing a focus on student achievement, better behavior and increased school pride (Brunsma, 2006).
The following research study, described by Richard Daugherty, is indicative of a relationship between school uniform policy implementation and a focus on student achievement. He states that schools located in poverty-stricken areas are often the schools producing low achievement test scores (Daugherty, 2002). Daugherty (2002) gives an account of one urban middle school that utilized a school uniform policy in an effort to curtail these low achievement scores. He states:

Research has consistently recognized a strong relationship between economic disadvantage and low norm-referenced test scores. Many schools with low academic achievement scores, low attendance rates, and high transiency percentages have high rates of students eligible for free or reduced lunches which researchers frequently use as a poverty indicator. Similarly, studies have found that the strongest predictor of school crime is the nature of the surrounding community, i.e., communities with high levels of poverty and crime tend to have schools with high levels of crime (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1985). In the Washoe County Schools, which include the cities of Reno, Sparks, and a portion of Lake Tahoe, one of the middle schools fitting the above socioeconomic profile has been working, not only to overcome such perceived obstacles, but to strive for excellence. Led by Principal Debbie Feemster, the faculty, staff, and students at Traner Middle School have already improved reading scores on the norm-referenced TerraNova examinations.  In an effort to further enhance academic and social goals, the school's parent/teacher organization discussed, researched, and voted to pilot a school uniform program commencing November 2000. School officials used a variety of research studies and a manual published by the U.S. Department of Education to implement this policy.

After implementing this pilot program, school officials noted a continuous increase in student achievement (Daugherty, 2002). While this research indicates positive associations between school uniforms and academic achievement, David Brunsma reports to the contrary in his book The School Uniform Movement and What it Tells Us About Education. According to his findings, Brunsma (2004) repeats his contention that school uniforms do not make for any improvements in a student’s academic performance. The implementation goal for this school’s uniform policy was two-fold; it aimed to improve students’ academic and social behavior. He also reports of other instances of social behavior improvement for the Traner Middle School students (Daugherty, 2002). Other school officials encourage uniform policy implementation for its perceived positive effects on students’ social behavior.

School uniforms, though not the cure for student’s insensitive acts of banter and brutality, can decrease the likelihood of their occurrence. The urban district being studied for this research implemented a district-wide uniform policy in 2002. Similar to the goals of other implementation measures, this district created its uniform policy in order to achieve safety, discipline and school unity. The officials also implemented this policy in order to minimize the social distractions that others face. It is their belief that school uniforms, which create a sense of comrade in the building, can be the unyielding proof that students need to embrace high academic standards, develop self-esteem and understand diversity. Students can experience unity in the presence of school uniform policies. 

Some cases of student’s negative social behavior that school officials seek to eliminate are name-calling and taunting. Some students experience these repulsive acts of cruelty in relation to their clothing. Proponents of school uniforms believe that uniform policies can alleviate many instances of these dress-related behavior problems in public schools (Mitchell & Knechtle, 2003). Believing that school uniforms create a sense of order (Bruchey, 1998), the idea of school uniforms is especially appealing to officials of middle schools. They are seen as a concrete and visible means of restoring order in the classroom (Anderson, 2002). 

Traner Middle School in Nevada is merely a slight representation of the many public middle schools that implement school uniform policies in order to emphasize a safe learning environment for students (Elder, 1999). Similar to the positive results experienced at Traner Middle School, the results of the school uniform policy implementation for Truman and John Adams Middle School also indicate a decrease in student’s negative social behavior (Elder, 1999). Reports yield a decrease in student’s gang activity and a decrease in student’s competition over school related clothing (Elder, 1999). Competition among students can be a precursor of physical violence. Those who favor school uniform policy implementation strongly believe that this physical violence will decrease in the presence of uniform policies because students will have less to tease one another about (Viadero, 2005).  Grauke (2005) reported the following:

Schools report that school uniforms decrease fighting and violence that arise out of arguments over fashionable clothes. Children invariably tease those who do not have trendy clothes. Those who can not afford name brand clothes are often teased regarding their attire, yet they are sensitive about this same matter. Schools struggling with similar problems report that school uniforms help ease tensions. (p.2)

School uniforms can create a sense of togetherness in a school building. This sense of togetherness can convey that schools are well managed because the students are under control due to their dress (Peters, 1996). There is more of a socio-economic balance among the students with the wearing of uniforms. Students who attempt to make fashion statements through the wearing of designer clothing are virtually neutralized. School spirit is enhanced because a feeling of togetherness is created. The gap between the "haves" and the "have-nots" is narrowed due to uniforms (LaPoint, 1993). Uniforms create social harmony due to the uniform look of similarly clothed students (Kaiser, 1985). With this narrowing gap between the haves and have-nots comes positive social development on behalf of adolescents.

A safe and disciplined learning environment is the first requirement of a good school. Young people who are safe and secure and learn basic American values and the essentials of good citizenship are better students (U.S. Department of Education, 1996). School uniforms are, according to the U.S. Department of Education (1996), one positive and cost-efficient technique that can reduce discipline problems, increase school safety and enhance the learning environment. The research findings below are indicative of studies showing a positive correlation between school uniforms and student’s social development.

The Long Beach Unified School District in Long Beach, California conducted an internal study of the effects of its school uniform policy implementation. The reports indicate a 67% drop in assault, 82% decline in vandalism and 35% decrease in robbery (Cohn & Siegel, 1996). As the Long Beach Unified School District was the first to implement a district-wide uniform initiative, these positive results prompted many officials to shift towards executing uniform policies for public schools across the country. Murray (1997) compared two North Carolina urban public middle schools, one with and one without a school uniform policy, to determine whether the uniform policy affected school climate. Results suggested that students in the school with a uniform policy perceived their school climate in a more positive light than those attending the school without a uniform policy. Similar to Murray’s research findings, Kaiser (1998) found that school climate is improved considerably when a uniform policy is implemented because students perceive that they fit in because they look like everybody else.

School uniform policies are often implemented in an effort to reduce the effects of social disparity on students (Bodine, 2003). In an experimental study, Behling (1994) found that school uniform policies put the serious tone back in schools and therefore create a businesslike environment for students. In this study 270 sophomores and 20 teachers were asked to rate their perceptions of behavior, student achievement and academic potential of students pictured as wearing different styles of dress. She showed photographs of a college-aged male and female in uniform and non-uniform attire to students and teachers from a single-sex, religious private school and a coeducational public high school. The findings indicate that both students and teachers tended to rate students in uniforms as better behaved, more academically successful, and more likely to succeed academically (Skiba, 2000).


Speaking with Boutelle (2008), Linda Rondeau, assistant superintendent of educational services at Pittsburgh Unified School District, stated that school uniforms “promote school safety and enhance the learning environment and diminish the clothing competition” (p. 36). Prior to the implementation of a school uniform policy for a public school in a northeastern city, educators reported that students experienced cruelty on behalf of their classmates, fights or a combination of problems at school that may be related to the way in which they are dressed (LaPoint, et. al, 2003). A follow-up survey indicated that these educators contributed the decrease in taunting and other problems to the implementation of a school uniform policy because the students had less to tease one another about (LaPoint, Alleyne, Mitchell, & Lee, 2003). Further research studies have found a positive correlation between school uniform policy implementation and student’s social development (Landen, 1992; Stevenson & Chunn, 1991). In contrast, some existing literature indicates that public school students oppose school uniform policies. When these uniform policies are implemented despite the student’s expressed dissatisfaction, this produces negative social development on behalf of students. 
Those who oppose the implementation of school uniform policies believe that students are restricted and family rights for freedom of expression in dress are compromised in the presence of a school uniform policy (Caruso, 1996). This is important because student’s dress has dimensions of culture and ethnicity within it (LaPoint, Alleyne, Mitchell, & Lee, 2003). School uniforms are, according to some, suppressers of student’s individuality. (Grauke, 2005). Uniform requirements cramp students’ freedom of expression and amount to a trivial remedy to the illnesses that ails schools (Million, 1996).
Contrary to the findings of Behling’s study, Schultink and Slocum (2007) report that students who attend schools with mandatory uniform policies report feeling less satisfied with dress policy than those who attend non-uniform schools.  Students report low satisfaction to mandated uniform policies due to a great concern for personal appearance and a need for self-expression (McCarthy, 1999). Stover (1990) made the following statement about adolescents and their response to mandated uniform policies:
Adolescents are driven by a need for acceptance. This often runs counterproductive to individuality. Students want to ‘fit in’ with their peers, and they achieve this through a sort of unstated dress code that is determined by fashion and peers, and not school districts. (p. 144)

The social aspect of adolescent’s development involves an increased influence of peers. This will be discussed further in the subsequent section that details adolescent maturation and development. Those who authorize the implementation of school uniform policies are not the peers of adolescents. It is thought that by implementing a school uniform policy status symbols are less apparent and peer competition would significantly reduce. To the contrary, the general consensus among educators is that students care more about labels than learning (Holloman, 1996). When students are forced to conform, objection occurs. There are ways, according to policy specialist Dr. Thomas Glass, to prevent this protestation. The level of parent/student/administrator involvement in policy, student’s age and student’s gender can serve as a predictor of compliance to a policy, as well as its relative success (Dr. Thomas Glass, personal communication, November, 2008). Dr. Glass recommends involvement from these individuals during the initial stage of the policy implementation.


Those who are in support of school uniform policies argue that school uniforms can relieve families of economic stress in relation to back to school expenditures. To the contrary, Norum, Weagley, and Norton (1998) discovered that families who do buy uniforms spend more on clothing on average than families without these additional costs. Although this is not a direct negative of student’s social development, it is viewed as a negative to school uniform policy implementation.


Two urban middle schools were used in 1996 to study the effects of school uniforms on both behaviors and perceptions. The school with the informal uniform policy (a loosely defined policy that allows parents to select styles and colors from a variety of manufacturers) had considerably more infractions than the school with the formal uniform policy. Formal uniform policies consist of specific brands and styles that are dictated by the school. Students’ aversion to school uniform policies may sometimes be the cause of its collapse; however, legal consequences can also hinder a uniform policy’s full implementation.

Legal Ramifications of a School Uniform Policy

Those who oppose the implementation of school uniform policies believe that students are restricted and family rights for freedom of expression in dress are compromised in the presence of a school uniform policy (Caruso, 1996). This is important because student’s dress has dimensions of culture and ethnicity within it (LaPoint, Alleyne, Mitchell, & Lee, 2003). As this is the case, parents are encouraged to be key members of committees that are created to adopt school uniform policies. In making legal decisions, legislators note the important distinction between school uniform policies and school dress codes. Dress codes state what must not be worn while uniform policies state what must be worn (Anderson, 2002). The uniform policies are viewed as the violators of students’ rights.

It has been stated that the Tinker Supreme Court decision of 1969, which forbade schools to discipline students for non-verbal expressions of speech unless it disrupted the classroom setting, changed the dress code climate in public education (McCarthy, 2001). The Tinker case involved two students, John and Marybeth Tinker, who attended public school in Des Moines, Iowa. To show opposition to the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War, these two students decided to wear black armbands to school. When the principals learned of the student’s plans they created a rule that called for the suspension of any student who wore an armband to school. The students would be allowed to return to school when they agreed to remove the armband. The Tinkers, aware of the rule, decided to wear the armbands in spite of the rule’s existence. They were suspended and could not return to school until they removed the armbands. They filed a lawsuit in the U.S. District Court and lost. They appealed to the United States Supreme Court. The Supreme Court’s ruling sided with the students, stating that they did have the right to wear the armbands as part of their First Amendment rights (Tinker v. Des Moines, 1969). When Justice Abe Fortas wrote for the majority, he must have foreseen legal issues with student’s dress. In his statement he made the following contention: “While schools certainly have the right to establish rules relating to ‘the length of skirts or the type of clothing, to hair style [or] aggressive, disruptive action or even group demonstrations,’ this case does not involve any of those issues” (Tinker v. Des Moines, 1969). This ruling was passed down in 1969, and the debate over the existence of district mandated clothing in public schools was not many years from making its presence in the public school arena.

During the 1980s the courts’ trends of rulings were curtailed with decisions stating that students may not dress in ways inconsistent with a local school’s mission (Stover, 1990). Bethel Schools v. Fraser of 1983 provided schools with the right to punish students for using lewd, vulgar or offensive communication, noting that schools had the responsibility to teach the habits and manners of civility (Firmin, Smith, & Perry, 2001). Matthew Fraser presented a speech, filled with sexually explicit innuendos, nominating a classmate for Vice-President. School officials punished Fraser by suspending him for two days and prohibiting him from speaking at the graduation ceremony. Fraser appealed the decision all the way to the United States Supreme Court, with only the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruling in his favor. The Supreme Court sided with the school district, stating that no First Amendment rights were violated with their decision to suspend Fraser and eliminate him from speaking during the graduation ceremony (Bethel Schools v. Fraser, 1983). History indicates that rulings relating specifically to speech and rulings relating specifically to expression are determined differently in the United States Supreme Court; the Fraser case involved speech while the Tinker case involved expression.

Channel One Network, a web-based news source reporting to and for teens, gives an account of an instance involving student’s choice of clothing that differs from administrator’s expectations (2001). On February 17, 2003 high-school junior Todd Nocera of the Detroit Public Schools System decided to express his views about the American war against Taliban forces in Afghanistan. After giving a speech in which he referred to President George W. Bush as a terrorist for having been responsible for over 1,000 deaths in Afghanistan, he elevated his disagreement with a visual aid; he wore a t-shirt bearing a picture of President George W. Bush and the words “International Terrorist.” The administrators believed that this visual representation of Nocera’s disagreement with the war was a paramount disturbance to the teaching and learning environment and requested that he remove it. He disputed this claim and decided to seek legal action. In a preliminary hearing, Judge Eric Newton stated that the school board did not act in bad faith. 

Students frequently seek the guidance and erudition of those in the legal profession whenever they feel that their rights as not only students, but also citizens have been compromised. Policymakers for school districts also rely on the support of legal personnel when implementing a school uniform policy.

To decrease the likelihood of lawsuits related to school uniforms, school officials often include an ‘opt-out’ clause when creating school uniform policies. Opt-out clauses provide parents and guardians the opportunity to exempt their children from the school uniform policy. The procedures for receiving exemption from a school uniform policy are determined by school officials. A uniform policy that is implemented with no opt out provision is vulnerable to legal challenges (Lumsden, 2004).                                                             
The district studied for this research has an opt-out clause from school uniforms with procedures in place. The initial request for exemption must be submitted to the principal in writing. The principal can approve or deny the parent’s request, but a denial must accompany a meeting with the principal. The principal’s denial must be submitted to the parent in writing, and the parent has the right to appeal this decision to the district Superintendent. The Superintendent will approve or deny this request. A denial must be submitted in writing and the parent can appeal to the Board of Commissioners. Throughout this process the student is allowed to wear the clothing that meets the parents’, not the district’s, approval. The Commissioners’ decision is the final decision. As the principal, Superintendent and Board of Commissioners review the parent’s request, particular attention is given to students who appeal the wearing of school uniforms but have a contradictory affiliation with uniformed organizations such as athletic organizations that have basic uniform requirements for participation.

Principals’ Perceptions

In regards to school uniform policies, principals feel that school uniforms offer many positive benefits to students. In the presence of school uniform policies students whose parents are financially challenged can stay focused and disciplined, feeling less social pressure because their peers are dressed just as they are (National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2000). The society of an adolescent’s life is largely within the school setting. As this is often the location in which most of the adolescent’s time is spent, the influence of peers in this setting has a tremendous bearing on the student’s social development.
Shortly after the Manual on School Uniforms was distributed, a dreadful occurrence took place at a western United States high school. In April of 1999 two students, known to their peers as the “Trench Coat Mafia,” executed an intense murdering spree at Columbine High School located in Colorado. Killing 12 students, one teacher and wounding 23 others, principals argued that the student’s ability to wear long black trench coats aided in the killings by easily concealing the weapons (Estrin, 1999). That same year three researchers sought to gather opinions on dress codes and uniform policies of elementary, middle and high school principals. Of those three school levels, middle school principals expressed the most support and appreciation for school uniform policies (Anderson, 2002). Further classification of these principals indicated that among the urban, suburban and rural school principals who were a part of this research study, urban school principals articulated a stronger support for the presence of school uniform policies than suburban or rural principals (Anderson, 2002). Principals are not only advocates of school uniform policies for their value on decreasing student-to-student violence; they also advocate the existence of school uniform policies as a method of increasing student’s self-esteem (National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2000). In 1999, three researchers gathered opinions on dress code and uniform policies from school principals. Polling 240 principals chosen randomly from a national directory, 60% of the participants responded and some of the findings are as follows:

1. Urban principals showed support for uniforms more than suburban and rural principals.

2. Middle school principals expressed the strongest support for mandatory uniforms.

3. Most principals believe that dress codes improve student behavior, prepare students for the work world and are worth the effort it takes to enforce them.

School administrators, the individuals charged with the responsibility of executing the uniform policy, have views on the effectiveness of the policies in relation to student’s social and academic development. As the third finding indicates, principals believe that school uniforms improve students’ behavior and prepare them to become productive members of a working society.  

As adolescents toil through the elongated process of establishing an identity, many of them do so within the constraints of a school uniform policy. Research indicates that clothing is of primary interest to adolescents as they maneuver through identity formation procedures (Daters, 1990). With emphasis placed on adolescents’ positive social development, this research seeks to discover how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression. According to principals, in the presence of school uniform policies, are adolescents’ identity development tactics helped or hampered?

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

I collected data from three middle school principals of a mid-south urban school district. This research study has its roots in a pilot study. In this pilot study I sought to discover how principals perceive the district’s attainment of goals that are associated with school uniform policy implementation. In chapter three I report the research methodology I used while conducting this research study. As this research study is an extension of the pilot study, the research purpose was extended from the pilot study to identify how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression. The following research questions are addressed in this study:

1. How do principals describe the ways that students modify the uniform policy?

2. How do principals describe their experiences with students who commit uniform violations?

3. How do principals explain the relationship between their response to student uniform modifications and adolescent need for self-expression and cultural identity? 

This study was completed while employing qualitative research methodologies. In order to enhance the readers’ understanding of the qualitative method of research I provide a systematic explanation of qualitative research as it relates to this particular study. I also explain in detail how symbolic interactionism informs this study. This study is primarily an interview study, the details of which are described later in this chapter. As a researcher I had to respect certain ethical considerations while conducting this research. I describe those considerations in this chapter. The participants and research site, research design, data collection methods and data analysis procedures are explained in sections following.

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research aims to gather an in-depth understanding of human behavior (Creswell, 2007). The implication for qualitative research is that the data are generally represented in the form of words as opposed to numbers (Rudestam & Newton, 1992). While quantitative research is associated with the use of numbers, Creswell (2007) states, “Qualitative research is legitimate in its own right and does not need to be compared (with quantitative approaches) to achieve respectability” (p. 16). According to Creswell, (2007), the qualitative approach assumes that reality is “subjective and multiple, as seen by participants in the study” (p. 17). This research depends on the lived realities of the participants and explores their perceptions and experiences.
This study is best suited for qualitative inquiry, as I seek to develop an in-depth understanding (Crotty, 1998). I want to understand how principals perceive the students’ uniform modifications as methods of establishing cultural identity and self-expression. Because this study involved open-ended systematic inquiry to identify the participants’ perceptions, qualitative methods allowed for collecting interview data and document data from the participants (Patton, 2002). The specific type of qualitative research, an interview study, is the method used to gather data. Bhattacharya (2007) describes an interview study as follows:

This is a study where the primary mode of inquiry is done through talking to people in order to develop an in-depth understanding of their experiences. This type of study also explores the ways in which everyday experiences are produced and the meanings people ascribe to their experiences. (p.3) 

As a researcher I wanted to present myself as trustworthy and fully aware of my subjectivities in relation to this research study. Subjectivities, according to Bhattacharya (2007) are the researcher’s experiences, assumptions, and preexisting opinions that may impact the researcher’s analysis of the participant’s experiences. Representing myself keenly informed of my subjectivities, I established a rapport with the participants that would lend itself towards honesty and trustworthiness. 

Symbolic Interactionism
Using qualitative methodologies to inform this research study, I analyzed the data with the use of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism, according to Blumer (1986) is a study of group life and conduct. There are three core principles associated with this theory: meaning, language, and thought. These three core principles lead to conclusions about person’s creation of self and socialization within a larger community (Griffin, 1997). The first core principle, meaning, states that humans act toward people and things based upon the meaning they have given to those people or things (Nelson, 1998). This meaning is developed through discourse, which involves the second core principle of symbolic interactionism. Language, the second core principle of symbolic interactionism, gives humans a means by which to negotiate meanings through symbols (Nelson, 1998). The third core principle is thought. Thought modifies each individual’s interpretation of symbols (Nelson, 1998). Blumer (1986) provided the following explanation of the core principles:

The first premise is that human beings act toward things on the basis of the 
meanings that the things have for them. Such things include everything that the 
human being may note in his world. The second premise is that the meaning of 
such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that one has 
with one’s fellows. The third premise is that these meanings are handled in, and 
modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in dealing with the 
things he encounters. (p. 10) 

The theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism sees humans as active, creative participants who construct their social world (McClelland, 2000). It is the theoretical framework that grounds assumptions in their most explicit fashion (Crotty, 2006).  This is a theoretical framework that seeks to explain the set of understandings and symbols that give meanings to people’s interactions (Bhattacharya, 2007). Crotty (2006), states that symbolic interactionism has a basis in constructionism. He asserts that “In George Herbert Mead’s thought, every person is a social construction. We come to be persons in and out of interaction with our society. The ‘Me’-the self as constructed via the ‘generalized other’-plays a central role in the process” (p. 62). George Herbert Mead has provided the foundation for the study of symbolic interactionism as a theoretical framework (Blumer, 1986).
Although Herbert Blumer (1986), who is known as the creator of this framework, credits George Herbert Mead for the foundation of symbolic interactionism, it was Blumer who took Mead’s ideas and developed them into a more systematic and sociological approach. He coined the term informally and explains it as an attempt to study group life and conduct (1986). According to Blumer (1986), the characteristics of symbolic interactionism are 1) human interaction, 2) interpretation or definition rather than mere reaction, 3) response based on meaning, 4) use of symbols and 5) interpretation between stimulus and response. Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the meaning people attach to their social interactions and the world around them (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). In the creation of these meanings, people use objects to understand the world around them. Blumer (1986) explained that “an object is anything that can be indicated, anything that is pointed to or referred to” (p. 10). This category includes both physical objects and social objects. These objects are associated with symbols. While the communal world is composed of material features, humans are distinguished by their creative use of communication through symbols. In fact, Plummer (2000) states that “the history, culture and forms of communication of humans can be traced through symbols and it is through symbols that meaning is associated with interpretation, action and interaction” (p. 224). Humans, according to Blumer, are active change agents, and [the] social world is an active one, with constant adjustment and organization as essential features of social interaction (1986).

Symbolic interactionism highlights the importance of meaning construction (Creswell, 2007). While the participants of this research study report of students making countless attempts to construct meaning of this uniform policy, these students are halted by administrators who see their construction of meaning as violations of a policy. Blumer (1986) stated the importance of understanding symbolic interactionism as a theoretical framework that has an emphasis on interactions among people, use of symbols in communication and interaction, self as constructed by others through communication and interaction, and flexible, social processes. 
Subjectivity Statement

Within the context of this research it is important to identify my personal connection, or subjectivity, to the topic. When referring to this issue among social scientists, Peshkin (1988) stated that though “subjectivity is invariably present in their research, they are not necessarily conscious of it” (p. 17). Identifying my subjectivities serves as a disclosure to the reader, and clarifies an area of accountability for me when viewing the findings of this research and subsequent implications.
My personal connection to this topic rests in my decade-long labor in the field of education. Although my primary teaching assignment is with elementary-aged students, I have daily contact with other students who are in the early adolescent stage of their life. Their development, both social and academic, is of great interest to me. In my experience I have spoken personally with adolescents who are required to wear school uniforms. Although their opinions are not a part of this research study, I am aware of their views and wanted to make the reader aware of this. I have witnessed elementary-aged students be reprimanded for minute modifications to their uniforms. In my observations I ponder the thought processes of the person who is reprimanding. I ponder their ability to consider both the modification and the student’s reason for making the modification. The rationale behind the modification is just as important as the modification itself in my opinion. In my experience as an educator I have noticed various types of uniform modifications. Using my experience as a platform, I expected that the outcome of this research will involve principals being stern with students on how to wear the school uniform. This expectation rests heavily in my additional association with this topic—the experiences of my adolescent niece. 

When transitioning from elementary school to middle school, my niece received the what she deemed as disappointing news that she will begin her middle school tenure in a school uniform. Upset only begins to describe her reaction to this news. She and her adolescent acquaintances discussed this continuously, planning to make modifications to the uniform in order to indicate to others their personal preference of style. The uniform policy for their school was detailed—so detailed that the jackets had to be similar in color to the school’s colors. I questioned my niece and her friends about their decision to make these modifications. Knowing nothing about this school, the staff or the students, I asked my niece why she and her friends were so opposed to wearing a school uniform. They explained to me that their clothing is a part of them. They justified their actions by stating that if every student is wearing the same thing that eliminates the possibility of getting to know one another’s style.

When her parents discovered the uniform modification plans they immediately contested their ideas. My niece and her friends were planning for simple modifications; they wanted to wear non-matching socks and non-matching shoestrings. Although they described the modifications as simple, the parents saw them as a massive distraction and forbade the occurrence of such activity.

I was impressed with the children’s uniting, yet uneasy attitudes about the uniform policy. I assumed that their parents would not allow them to wear the sock and shoe combinations, and I was correct. Similarly in this study I assumed that the participants will not favor their students’ uniform modifications. 

Ethical Considerations 

Before speaking with participants in this research study, I was obligated to gain approval from authoritative figures. “Regardless of the approach to qualitative inquiry, a qualitative researcher faces many ethical issues that surface during data collection” (Creswell, p. 141). Ethical issues, as grouped by Lipson (1994), are characterized as informed consent procedures, deception or covert activities, confidentiality towards participants, benefits of research to participants over risks and participant requests that go beyond social norms. In the following paragraph I explain how I control these ethical issues as described by Lipson.

In managing informed consent procedures, approval to conduct this study was granted by The University of Memphis’s Institutional Review Board (Appendix A). Before communicating with the participants I was obligated to receive permission from the school district’s Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department. In relation to deception or covert activities, I disclosed findings to the participants for review at the conclusion of the data analysis process. With respect to confidentiality towards participants, I maintained the confidentiality of the participants. I used pseudonyms and never discussed specific school names with any outside individuals. While transcribing the data I made certain that any identifying information of the school and/or principal was eliminated. Any information I placed into a computer file was always protected by a password known only by me. Any handwritten files were kept in cabinets that were locked with keys in my possession. In an effort to not only build but also maintain rapport with the participants I continuously informed them of any research findings and the data analysis procedures. I again shared the information relating to use of the findings with the participants. This was done to address the ethical issue involving research benefits and participants’ risks.

Participants and Research Site

The participants of this research study are three urban middle school administrators who have served in their schools for at least two years since the implementation of the school uniform policy. Fontanta and Frey (2004) state that in choosing participants for qualitative interviews, the researcher must “find an insider, a member of the group studied, who is willing to be an informant and act as a guide” (p. 77). The participants in this research study are all African-American males. I wanted the locations of the schools to geographically represent the middle schools of this district. While ensuring this it became apparent that each location contains African-American principals.

In order to favorably represent the distinct characteristics of middle school students in this largely populated urban school district, I used purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2007). Creswell explains purposeful sampling as “selecting participants that show different perspectives on the problem, process, or event being portrayed” (p.75). Particular attention was taken to access schools that are geographically representative of the diverse composition of this district. Although the locations of the participants’ schools best represent the disparate population of the school district, I am cautious of the transferability of the findings to school districts that are less populated. Participation in this study was voluntary. Permission to conduct this study was granted by the Institutional Review Board of the university, and permission to confer with the participants was granted by the Research Department of the school district. Table 3 depicts the criteria I used in selecting the schools for this research study.

Table 3 Criteria for Selecting Participating Schools

	Criteria
	Principal Walter
	Principal Wayne
	Principal Wesley

	Participants served in the school for at least three years since uniform policy implementation
	X
	X
	X

	School has building configurations of grades 6-8
	X
	X
	X

	School is located in the inner city
	
	
	X

	School is located in the central part of the city
	
	X
	

	School is located in the newly annexed area of the city
	X
	
	


The principals were solicited for participation using information gathered from the websites for each school. The interviews, initial and all follow-up interviews, took place in the school. Electronic mail communication was utilized in an effort to make preliminary contact with the participants. This method of communication was also used throughout the data collection process.

Data Collection Procedures

To ensure triangulation of data, methods of data collection used in this research study were interviews, documents and a photographic representation of middle school students in school uniforms. The principals examined photographs of different students who attend schools with mandatory uniform policies. Upon viewing the photographs the principals responded by analyzing the students’ methods of wearing the school uniform. They also commented on how the students would assimilate into their school. The photographs were obtained from Google images.

The primary method of data collection for this study involved interviews. Before collecting data for this study I submitted the interview questions to a panel of researchers. This panel includes four experts: an experienced educational administrator, an experienced qualitative researcher, a college professor and an educational leadership researcher. After reviewing the interview questions for clarity and cohesiveness, they made certain that the interview questions were qualitatively robust and sought to discover information that accurately responds to the research questions associated with this research study.


The research timeline (Appendix B) indicates the amount of time I spent on each activity during this research process. I requested three interviews with each participant and each agreed. During the second interview the participants viewed the four photographs. These were scheduled meetings set by the principal and the researcher. The initial phase of this research process began with a meeting between the committee members and me. They provided guidance on completing the Institutional Review Board forms along with the form required for approval from the district’s Research, Evaluation and Assessment Department. When I obtained approval from both entities I began the process of contacting participants. The participants were informed of their request for participation and how the goal of this study, to identify how their responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression, will aid in their implementation of the school uniform policy at their particular school. Upon completion of transcribing the interview data there were 228 pages of interview transcriptions. An additional 74 pages of interview transcriptions came from the photographic elicitation portion of data collection. This produced a total of 302 pages of raw data. Each participant shared his student handbook for a total of three handbooks. One participant also shared photographs of specific modifications his students made. These images were only of the modification and did not contain the student’s face.

Data Collection: Interviews

“The qualitative research interview seeks to describe the meanings of the central themes in the life world of the subjects, with the main task in interviewing as understanding the meaning of what the interviewees say” (Valenzuela & Shrivastava, 2000, p.2). These authors discuss four types of qualitative interviews. The explanations are as follows:  

1.  Informal, conversational interview -no predetermined questions are asked, in order to remain as open and adaptable as possible to the interviewee’s nature and priorities; during the interview the interviewer “goes with the flow”.

2.  General interview guide approach -the guide approach is intended to ensure that the same general areas of information are collected from each interviewee; this provides more focus than the conversational approach, but still allows a degree of freedom and adaptability in getting the information from the interviewee.

3.  Standardized, open-ended interview -the same open-ended questions are asked to all interviewees; this approach facilitates faster interviews that can be more easily analyzed and compared.

4.  Closed, fixed-response interview -where all interviewees are asked the same questions and asked to choose answers from among the same set of alternatives. This format is useful for those not practiced in interviewing (p. 4-5).

Researchers often use more than one approach in data collection (Kvale, 1996). Therefore, for this research study I utilized the general interview guide approach along with the standardized open-ended interview approach. In order to effectively conduct the interviews I followed the steps described by Creswell (2007). He views interviewing as a series of steps in a procedure:

1. Identify interviewees based on one of the purposeful sampling procedures

2. Determine what type of interview is practical and will net the most useful information to answer research questions.

3. Use adequate recording procedures when conducting interviews.

4. Design and use an interview protocol, a form about four or five pages in length, with approximately five open-ended questions.

5. Refine the interview questions and the procedures further through pilot testing.

6. Determine the place for conducting the interview. Find a quiet location free from distractions.

7. After arriving at the interview site, obtain consent from the interviewee to participate in the study. Go over the purpose of the study, the amount of time needed and plans for using the results.

8. During the interview stay to the questions, complete the interview within the time specified (if possible), be respectful and courteous, and offer few questions and advice (p. 132-135).


Interviews in qualitative research, as described by Kvale (1996), seek to describe and explain the meanings of central themes in the life world of the participants. Utilizing standard, open-interview techniques in this research study, I posed questions to the participants that called for their reflection and discussion. Standard, open-interview techniques are characterized by asking open-ended questions, the same for all interviewees, with analysis and comparisons made from the responses of each interview question (McNamara, 1999). The following standard, open-interview prompts were used in the interviews:

1. Think of one encounter you had with a student who was out of uniform. In as much detail as possible, describe this encounter.

Areas to probe:

How did you notice the student’s noncompliance with the uniform policy? How did you handle this encounter? Were parents contacted? Was there a reprimand in place to handle this?

2. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, a conversation and/or interaction you would have with a student who consistently (more than twice) dresses out of uniform.

3. What are some of the different ways that your students have dressed that were against the uniform policy? Please describe in as much detail as possible.

4. Please give me an example of when one (or some) of your students dressed out of uniform in an effort to demonstrate their belonging to a certain peer group.
Areas to probe:

How many students were involved in this? What are the specifics of their uniform infraction? How did you know this was an effort to indicate belonging to a certain peer group?
Creswell (2007) suggested that researchers create an interview protocol to use during interviews. I developed and utilized an interview protocol (Appendix C) that falls within the guidelines of his description. Creswell (2007) further explains the interview protocol as follows:

The interview protocol enables a person to take notes during the interview about the responses of the interviewee, and it also helps a researcher organize thoughts on items such as headings, information about starting the interview, concluding ideas, information on ending the interview and thanking the respondent. (p. 135)

deMarrais (2004) suggests to researchers the use of an interview guide. The components of the interview guide are as follows:

1. Short, clear questions that lead to detailed responses.

2. Questions that ask participants to recall specific events or experiences in detail to further the narratives.

3. A few open-ended questions work better than a series of closed-ended questions. (p. 52)

In this interview study I employed a first order narrative approach, in which individuals tell stories about themselves and their own experiences (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell, the first order narrative approach is best for capturing the detailed stories of participants (2007). I interviewed each principal in the school, and each interview lasted from 60-90 minutes. I requested that the participants engage in three interview sessions, with the first interview serving as an introduction to the study.

The first cycle of interviews lasted one hour. In this interview I began with an introduction of myself and the purpose of this study. Having previously introduced myself and the research study in an electronic mail, I used this first interview primarily as an opportunity to respond to any of the participants’ inquiries about the research study. As described by Valenzuela and Shirvastava (2000), the first part of the interview was a general interview approach. I wanted the participants to feel comfortable with me and the study, so I encouraged them to ask questions and engaged in conversation about various happenings in their school and the district. The participants requested that the information from this interview be excluded from the writing up of the findings. After addressing their inquiries we established convenient meeting dates. 

I began asking the interview questions during the second cycle of interviews. These interviews lasted one hour. At this point we shifted from the general interview approach to the standardized, open-ended interview. I asked each participant the same questions. According to Patton (1990) this interview technique allows for adherence to a script in questioning. The participants provide open-ended responses. After the second cycle of interviews I conducted member check sessions with each participant. Member checks allow for trustworthiness and rigor of the findings because the participants reviewed the information that I analyzed during the transcribing of the data. I transcribed the data from the first cycle of interviews and made this information available to each participant. There were sections of the transcriptions that were deleted at the participants’ request. In member checking the participants also elaborated on certain aspects of their statements. In one instance Principal Walter read his transcription and stated, 


That’s not what I meant. It seems as though I am saying that all of my female 
students wear tight clothes when I said that. I want to say that coupling the 
females’ growing bodies with the males’ mounting hormones is sometimes what 
causes 
these ladies to wear tight clothes. (personal communication, May 2009)

Principal Wesley was unaware of the concept of member checks and was astounded by the findings. He exclaimed, “Reviewing the information is a real eye-opener. I know I said all of this, but it is just different when you see it on paper” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). 

The third cycle of interviews involved the use of the photographic elicitation. Each participant viewed four pictures (Appendix D) of middle school students in school uniforms. Again I utilized the standardized, open-ended interview approach during the third cycle of interviews. After the interviews I transcribed the data. I then presented the transcriptions to each participant. These member check sessions allowed for elaboration of certain pieces of data.
The interviews provided me with the opportunity to gain access to the principal’s thoughts of their students’ assorted uniform modifications. It was evident that my interview questions provoked thought on behalf of the participants. In speaking with Principal Wayne, one particular conversation went as follows:

Researcher: What are some of the different ways that your students have dressed that     were against the uniform policy? 


Principal Wayne: Let me see. Some of the ways my students have dressed that 
were against the uniform policy. This question is making me think. You know I 
can tell you the modifications, but to tell you the ways is not the same question is 
it? 

Researcher: It’s not the same. This time I want you to tell me specific ways.


Principal W: Ah, I understand. They dress in so many different ways. I have some 
boys who will modify with colors. These students are well aware of the colors in 
this school, but they will wear certain colored shoes or socks to show affiliation 
with a group. You know, sometimes they’ll wear these colors just to match their 
clothing. Another way they’ll modify is by sagging their pants. Although there is 

no specific part of the policy that says don’t sag your pants, I think they should 
know not to show their underwear. My staff and I call them on it every time we 
see it. Another way they modify, specifically the girls, is tightening their clothes. 
They will wear tight shirts and tight pants. We call them on these offenses too. 
Sometimes my female students can wear certain hair accessories that trigger our 
attention. If I see too many girls wearing accessories that are the same color I 
immediately think of something gang related. There is a gang culture in middle 
schools that is almost unreal.

The open-ended interview questions revealed the various methods of uniform modifications that the students make. It also caused the participants to elaborate on the specifics of these uniform modifications.

Data Collection: Photo-elicitation
I selected the photographs from Google images in order to ensure that no privacy or confidentiality laws were misrepresented.  I requested that the participants examine four different photographs (Appendix D) of uniformed middle school students. The participants viewed the photographs during their second interview. The students were similar to the students who attend their schools. The images were uploaded to my computer, and I asked each participant to view the image and describe how the student would fit in with students in his school. I also requested that the participants respond to any possible uniform modification performed by the students in the images. They were instructed to base their responses on the various modifications their students make to the school uniform. The responses from this portion of the data collection procedure were transcribed along with the responses from the interview procedure. Viewing these images assisted in the participants’ abilities to reiterate their students’ modifications. After looking carefully at the images, they spoke candidly of how the students’ dress in the images contrast heavily with what goes on in their school. The photographs were used as prompts so that the participants could talk more deeply about uniform modifications.  When asked to view the images, the participants’ responses were comparable in several aspects. I instructed each participant to carefully examine the image and decide how he would respond to the student’s method of wearing the uniform if the student were a part of this school. I also requested that each participant picture this student as a member of his school. In doing so, the principals were asked to explain how this particular student in this particular uniform would assimilate with his current students. I requested that the participants respond in two-four sentences. When asked to view the images, the participants noticed two aspects of the adolescents clothing-the degree of tightness and looseness. Specifically, the participants spoke on the tightness of the females’ clothing and the looseness of the males’ clothing. The participants’ responses to the images, as revealed in Table 4, indicate that the students in the images have mild uniform modifications when comparing them to the modifications made by students in their schools. Principal Walter stated that the accessories worn by the student in image four could be unsafe. He gave the example of the student participating in a physical education class, in which there is a high level of physical activity. 

This data collection technique provided me with a wealth of information; the participants spoke openly of their students’ modifications when they looked at these pictures. One conversation with Principal Wesley went as follows:

Researcher: Take a minute to look at this picture of this female middle school student in Image Four. Tell me how you think she would assimilate here at your school with your students.


Principal Wesley: Let me take a look. (He takes a minute to stare at the image that 
is on computer.) She would fit in well. Sad to say, but her tight pants are the norm 
here. Even though we try to constantly remind these girls how loose pants are so 

much more comfortable and so much more correct for school, they still try to 
wear the tight pants to school.

The photographic representation provided the visual stimulation that the participant needed. They were able to compare the images to the students who attend their school in a detailed manner.
Data Collection: Documents

Principals often take pictures of the specific modification executed by the student. These images are kept in the principal’s possession, and no pictures are taken of the student’s face to maintain anonymity. The principals made these images accessible to me during our interview. The principals explained the specifics of the student’s modification. This information was tape recorded and transcribed along with the responses from the interview procedure.


Principals of schools in this district have the authority to create handbooks that are specific to the effective governing of their schools. Each principal made their school’s handbook available to me. I was allowed to ask questions in the event of any misunderstandings while viewing the handbook. This information was tape recorded and transcribed. The participants allowed me to keep the handbook for each of their schools. One principal in particular, Principal Walter, pointed out the specifics of his school’s uniform policy in the handbook. After viewing the information in the handbook he shared images of students in his school who modified the school uniform in a way that was observably different from the written policy in the handbook. This conversation went as follows:


If you’d read this, (He pointed to the policy that was written in the 
handbook). 
Now look at this picture. (He referred to an image saved on his computer of a 
student who modified the uniform). This red undershirt is not a part of this 
uniform policy. Those red and black shoestrings are not a part of this 
school’s uniform policy either. You read the policy and didn’t see the color red in 
there did you? 

The participants had another document that they made accessible to me. I viewed student’s folders that principals collected. These folders had images and writings that were inappropriate for the learning environment, but they contained information that further elaborated the student’s yearning to identify with celebrity figures. Using documents made the participants feel that they were making a greater contribution to the research study. It also made them feel at ease with sharing information about their school and their students.

Using pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality, I also utilized peer debriefing and member checks to ensure trustworthiness in the research. Peer debriefing, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), involves “exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling analytical sessions and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer's mind “(p. 180). These researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) state the purposes of peer debriefing as follows:
1. Through analytical probing a debriefer can help uncover taken for granted biases, perspectives and assumptions on the researcher's part.

2. Through this process the researcher can become of her posture toward data and data analysis.

3. This is an opportunity to test and defend emergent hypotheses and see if they seem reasonable and plausible to a disinterested debriefer.

4. Provide the researcher with an opportunity for catharsis.

Ensuring that all manners of anonymity were protected, I shared information with my major professor. She read the information to determine if I grounded this research in qualitative inquiry. She also asked questions about the research so that I could more accurately address any research deficiencies that I may have overlooked in my writing. For example, in the data collection segment of this study she noticed that I had limited information on how the use of documents contributed to my research findings. She asked how this data was used in data analysis, and pointed out that I did not include this information in the writing.

Member checks, explained by Lincoln and Guba (1985), is a technique for establishing trustworthiness on behalf of the researcher and the participant that involves testing of data with those from whom the data originated, member checks are fundamental to building an affirming rapport with the researcher and participant(s). Additional information is established with member checks, and discrepancies with data interpretation are contended with. The aspects of member checks, as described by Cohen and Crabtree (2006) are as follows:

1. Provides an opportunity to understand and assess what the participant intended to do through his or her actions
2. Gives participants opportunity to correct errors and challenge what are perceived as wrong interpretations
3. Provides the opportunity to volunteer additional information which may be stimulated by the playing back process
4. Gets respondent on the record with his or her reports
5. Provides an opportunity to summarize preliminary findings
6. Provides respondents the opportunity to assess adequacy of data and preliminary results as well as to confirm particular aspects of the data.

Data Management and Analysis

Upon completing the interviews the data from the interview study was transcribed. I made the transcriptions available to the participants for review. The feedback provided by the participants was utilized in the disaggregation procedures. Using inductive analysis, I analyzed the data and then transcribed interviews. The purposes for using an inductive approach are to (a) condense extensive text data into a brief, summary format (b) establish clear links between the research objectives and the summary findings (c) develop a theory about the underlying structure of experiences of the participants (Thomas, 2003). I used inductive data analysis to determine appropriate codes.

A semantic unit of meaning was assigned as a code if the participants repeated certain events, perceptions, or ideas, or critically emphasized something (Bhattacharya, 2007). During data analysis, it became clear that each principal spoke about certain types of modifications. This pattern included principals’ consistent reporting of students’ modifications involving certain colors. Table 4 indicates the number of instances each participant spoke of color-coded modifications.

Table 4 Types of Color-Coded Modifications

	Instance of Reporting
	Participant

	Male students painted shoes
	Principal Wayne, Principal Wesley

	Male students wore socks that were the colors of rival teams during the National Basketball Association Playoffs
	Principal Wesley

	Male students wear undershirts that are not the school uniform colors
	Principal Wayne, Principal Walter, Principal Wesley

	Male students wear socks that are gang colors, pulling the sock over the pants leg to ensure that the sock color shows
	Principal Walter

	Male students wear more than one pair of different colored socks
	Principal Walter

	Male students wear shoestrings that can be associated with a gang
	Principal Wayne, Principal Wesley

	Male students wearing obvious non-uniform colored shirts
	Principal Wayne, Principal Walter, Principal Wesley


 I established certain types of color-coded modifications as a code when I realized during the data analysis process that each participant spoke of the students’ color-coded modifications. These types of modifications included wearing certain colored socks, and making sure the colors of these socks were visible to peers. They would pull the socks over the pant leg. These sock colors also included colors that are affiliated with athletic organizations. One particular participant spoke of students wearing certain colors for specific basketball teams that were rivals. The participants associated these modifications with student’s competitive nature. Even though the modifications appear harmless, the participant wanted to reprimand students immediately to prevent any after school brawls. Another participant spoke of a group of male students who wore blue on some part of their uniform—socks, undershirts, shoes or belts, while other students wore the color red in the same way. Knowing that neither blue nor red are a part of this school’s uniform, the principal and his staff were alarmed and handled the situation immediately. The students had to remove the colors instantly and were served a written warning. All participants reported that certain colored undershirts, socks and/or shoestrings (specifically worn by the males) necessitate a need for them to question students. These patterns spoke to the reasons why principals believe that certain types of uniform modifications are gang-affiliated. The colors red and blue, according to participants, are well-known colors that are associated with gangs. At this point I established gang activity as a category. Color-coded modifications became a category in the data analysis. A category in qualitative research is defined as a consistency between codes with similar meanings pointing to basic ideas across research findings (Ratcliff, 2002). I analyzed the information by way of Table 3. After analyzing the information in the table along with other transcriptions from the interviews I realized that participants associated color-coded modifications with the male student’s associations with gangs or gang activities. I reviewed the transcriptions to locate specific instances of the participant’s reporting of color-coded modifications. I then established color-coded modifications indicate gang activity as a theme. I created Table 5 to assist in my efforts.

Table 5 Establishing Color-Coded Modifications Theme

	Codes
	Categories
	Theme

	Socks in different color

One pair of socks differently colored
	Color-coded modifications
	Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity

	Painted shoes

Specific shoestring colors
	Gang activity
	Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity

	Red or blue colored socks over the pants leg
	Color-coded modifications/Gang activity
	Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity


With several rounds of close analysis, chunking, and re-chunking data (Spradley, 1980), it became clear that the principals perceived that both the social and academic learning environments in their schools were being influenced by their students’ modifications of the school uniform policy. The data coding, categorizing and writing around emerging patterns were an iterative process throughout the data analysis, including in-between interviews and after all data collection was concluded. The process of organizing data involved creating tables, as indicated with Table 4.  I also linked certain concepts and identified broad patterns. I conducted similar data analysis techniques in order to establish the remaining themes. Finally, through consistent engagement and immersion in the data, I identified the following four themes:

1. Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific

2. Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity

3. Principals Do Not Support Student’s Uniform Modifications

4. Prevalent Gang Culture in Middle Schools Influences Uniform Violation

To ensure academic rigor and trustworthiness, I requested member check sessions with each participant. In these sessions we looked at the data analysis and verified the accuracy of the themes and meanings made around each theme. I also conducted peer-debriefing sessions where meanings made were connected to data collected and were evidence-driven. In these peer debriefing sessions (Bhattacharya, 2007), multiple possibilities were considered as outcomes of data analysis before the final shared agreement was made about the four salient themes. These themes were selected because they had the best alignment with all the data sources and responded to the research questions in the most direct manner. 
In the process of transcribing the interviews, I recorded my thoughts and reflections via a word processor on significant items that I see coming to the surface. Throughout the interviews I sought to identify rich experiences that the participants had that have shaped their perspectives on student modifications to school uniforms. I did this through the use of probing questions that extended the discussion from the open-ended scripted questions to more specific life experiences. Items found during these interviews and subsequent reflections are presented as findings of this research.
While analyzing the data I noticed that certain themes overlapped. For example, although the issue of students wanting to dress and act like celebrities was mentioned in the identification of the theme student uniform modifications are gender specific, this issue was also referenced in the identification of another theme—prevalent middle school social status influences uniform violation. This theme also contained details of principals establishing certain clubs and organizations in order to progress student’s leadership roles. I mentioned the participant’s establishment of clubs and organizations throughout the discussion of another theme, principals do not support student’s modification attempts. 


In addition to coding and categorizing, I continued to work the tenets of symbolic interactionism for an in-depth analysis of data. The following section will demonstrate the ways in which symbolic interactionism played a role in informing data analysis.

Interactions Among People


Each participant reported the students’ modifications within a group. No participant reported of an individual student making a modification to her school uniform. Adolescents most often associate with peer groups. McClellan and Pugh (1999) state that “By identifying with a particular crowd, adolescents can achieve at least a provisional identity, one that establishes their place within the peer system” (p.8).


The participants also reported of instances, specifically with females, when the modification involved getting the attention of another person. Symbolic interactionism rests heavily on the notion that people interact with one another as they construct meaning of personal experiences.
Use of Symbols in Communication and Interaction


In this research study, the participants reported that clothing serves as a symbol to adolescents. These clothes are also symbols that establish a sense of belonging for the adolescent. Adolescents use their clothing to relate to others their particular style. Daters (1990) stated that “Society recognizes the role of clothing as a communicator of information during social interaction” (p. 1). Principal Walter stated that “Before they open their mouths to talk, these students open their eyes to look at clothes” (personal communication, May 2009). As adolescents create their identity, the importance of clothing in their lives continues to increase (Daters, 1990). These symbols, the clothes, serve as the basis of interaction for adolescents. Friendships are created and sometimes severed because of these clothes. Principal Wayne states, 


Many times students look at how one another dress to determine if this person is 

worthy of friendship. Even though the district implemented school uniforms to 
decrease the likelihood of such activities, students are still looking at one 
another’s clothes and making judgments based on them (personal communication, 
May 2009).

Self As Constructed by Others Through Communication and Interaction

In the participants’ descriptions of the students’ modifications, they rely solely on what they view as inappropriate to the teaching and learning environment. They have minimal consideration for the student’s need to express herself through her own selection of clothing. Research indicates that the selection of clothing, specifically for adolescents, has pieces of identity within it (Daters, 1990). Not only do adolescents use clothing as an establishment of their identity, they also use clothing to gain social approval from their peers. “If the peers approve of the clothing,” according to Principal Walter, “the adolescent likes it just the same” (personal communication, May 2009). In spite of the control, the students continue to construct personal meaning in social life. 

Flexible Social Processes


Adolescents have flexible friendships with one another. While they most often identify with a peer group, these peer groups frequently change over time. For that reason, Principal Wayne encourages his students to establish a sense of individualism. “When I see my girls trying to dress a certain way because they saw it on television I tell them, now next week when this look is no longer in style what are you going to do? Just be yourself all the time” (Principal Wayne, personal communication, May 2009). The age of adolescents is so impressionable. “Advising the female adolescent to establish a sense of individualism is a task that is much easier stated than accomplished” (Principal Wayne, personal communication, May 2009). 


In this chapter I presented the methodology that informed this research study. I explained how I used the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism as I analyzed the data from my research. In the next chapter I present the findings in terms of how they inform the themes of this study.

Chapter Summary

In addition to existing research studies which focus on effects of school uniform policies on variables such as self-esteem, school pride, student behavior and school climate (Brunsma, 2006; Eppinger, 2001; Felch, 1996; Viadero, 2005; Wade & Stafford, 2003), studying the ways in which middle school principals describe how their studies modify a school uniform policy to express their individuality and need for social identity is valuable to policy implementation measures. In this chapter I presented this research study as a qualitative interview study. I also discussed the methods of data collection for this research study. Utilizing the symbolic interactionist approach, I situated this research as a study that would provide insight in the educational policy arena. 

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS

In this chapter I report the findings of the research I conducted with the three participants. I explain the themes that I established after disaggregating the data. These themes are as follows:

1. Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific

2. Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity

3. Principals Do Not Support Student’s Uniform Modifications

4. Prevalent Middle School Social Status Influences Uniform Violation
I explain the themes as they relate to the findings. In order to provide readers with a comprehensible account of the participants in this research study I offer a description of the participants who were a part of this research study. 

Description of Participants

The participants in this research study have served in this urban school district for at least two years since the implementation of the school uniform policy. They are African-American males between the ages of 30-40 years. They represent three of the middle schools that are a part of this school district. I selected schools and participants that are geographically representative of the population of this district. Table Six depicts the summary of the school population for each participant.

Table 6 Information of Each Participant’s School

	Principal
	Number of Students
	Percent African-American

	Principal Wayne
	687 students
	97% African-American

	Principal Wesley
	397 students
	96% African-American

	Principal Walter
	1,007 students
	91% African-American


The schools in this district have varying populations. Many of the families are transient, which means that they move often throughout the school year. This has an influence on the attendance and population of the schools. The locations of the schools are geographically representative of the population of 118,000 students who attend schools in this urban district. Each participant in this research study is an African-American male. Geographically, I wanted an accurate account of the population for this district. In doing so I encountered only principals who are African-American males. However, there are 41 middle schools in this district, with 19 of these schools employing female principals. 

Principal Wayne
Principal Wayne has served the students in his school for six years. He is the eldest of all the participants. He has over a decade of administrative experience with the district and strongly supports its school uniform policy. His desire is for the uniform policy to be consistently implemented so that there can be a crucial focus on student’s academic achievement. He admits that his concern weighs heavily on his female students. 
Principal Wesley
Principal Wesley has served the students in his school for four years. He has implemented several programs to prevent the spread of gangs in his school. He allows students who frequently get into trouble to serve as ambassadors on some special occasions. Although he has a small population of students in comparison to the other participants’ schools, his school is located in the center of many housing projects. In these housing projects many illegal activities occur. He has implemented an incentive for each grade called ‘fight-free’ days. This is done to encourage his students to discontinue fighting. The uniform modifications, according to Principal Wesley, can easily lead to fighting. “Certain colors can initiate fights among my male students” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Principal Wesley says that he closely monitors his students in their uniforms and encourages his staff to do the same. 

Principal Walter

Principal Walter is in his fourth year of administration at the middle school, however; he has nine years total of administrative experience. Principal Walter believes that his upbringing is very similar to his students’. He uses this connection to establish relationships with his students. He has several gender-specific organizations that provide his students with an opportunity to express themselves in a more organized setting. His female groups are directed by female staff members. He believes that adolescents need the opportunity to relate to their peers in an equal gender environment.


In addition to participants responding to interview prompts, they also viewed four Google images of middle school students dressed in school uniforms. They were asked to view the images and explain how the students would assimilate in their school in the uniform they wore on the picture. Table Seven indicates the participants’ responses. Table 7 Participants’ Responses to Images

	Participant
	Image One
	Image Two
	Image Three
	Image Four

	Principal Walter
	This particular method of wearing the school uniform is conducive to an appropriate teaching and learning environment.
	There is definite room for improvement here. This young man’s pants are too low. Look how low his pockets are.
	Although I would yield to a female’s perspective before doing any kind of reprimand, I will say that this is too short.
	I would rely on my female administrator, but these pants are definitely questionable. The accessories could also be unsafe, pending her environment.

	Principal Wesley
	His pants are pulled up. He would just blend in with 

everyone else over here.
	He needs to pull his pants up. He 

may be blousing his shirt out to hide his sagging.
	Her skirt is too short. If for any reason she needs to bend 

over she would show her posterior. That’s when you know it is too short.
	I think these are some tight pants. I would not make her 

change, but I would definitely monitor her.

	Principal Wayne
	He is appropriately dressed. 
	Low pants. He looks like he won’t put up too much fuss when asked to pull up pants.
	Short skirt.  Definite distraction to the teaching and learning environment.
	She looks appropriately dressed. Small frame so her pants just look tight.


In the next section I share the themes that emerged from the interviews, documents and photographic elicitations along with interview transcriptions that support the identification of these themes.

Synthesis of Findings from Sources of Data Collection

In this section I discuss the data from the interview transcriptions, photographic elicitation, and documents that produced four themes. 
Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific
Principals described student’s modifications in a gender-specific manner. Females’ modifications were described in regards to the tightness of their clothing; they were described as wearing tight shirts and/or tight pants. Participants described the modifications of male clothing in regards to the bagginess or looseness of their clothing. They reported of too large uniform shirts along with too baggy uniform pants for male students. The participants’ reports allowed for identification of the first theme, student uniform modifications are gender specific. Principal Wayne spoke thoroughly of one particular shirt worn by female students:

Female adolescents are developing quickly. They want to boast these developments to others, especially their male counterparts. To do so they wear tight, almost form-fitting shirts. These shirts are considered by the females as uniform shirts, but my staff and I disagree. The shirts are very tight, and they have anywhere from 10-12 buttons going down the front of the shirt. Now, the shirt has 10-12 buttons, but the females want to button the bottom two or three buttons. This leaves a lot of a certain area exposed. Of course this gets the attention of their male classmates. Well, the focus over here is achievement. My young men can not achieve when they are staring down the shirts of females! 

When asked how he contributes this uniform modification to the student’s need to develop an identity and express herself, he says:

Children will do what we allow them to do. Yes, these girls are trying to express themselves, but as adults we have to let them know this is not an appropriate method of expression. We should tell these young ladies to express themselves verbally. Don’t express yourself by showing off your body. If we let these girls do this we are allowing them to travel the wrong path in life. I do not want to be held responsible for letting that happen to a child.

When viewing Images Three and Four of Appendix D, each participant made a comment on the degree of looseness of the student’s clothing. When Principal Walter first glanced at Image Three, he shook his head in both disbelief and disappointment. Pointing at the tightness of her skirt, he made the following statement before receiving the instructions on how to respond to the image:


What is she doing? I am in disbelief. Before I even comment on the length of this 
skirt, just look at how tight it is! Just look at this. You can not help but wonder if 
her mother or father knows that she is coming to school dressed this way. If 
you’re about to ask me about my girls [in this school] dressing this way, yes they 
do! That clothes closet is just for days like this. But you know, I would use one of 
my female staff members to talk to her. If she’ll dress this way going to school 
just imagine what her play clothes will look like. We have to reach out.

Other participants also made comments on the length of the female adolescent’s clothing. These two areas serve as the primary focus when observing female adolescent’s uniform attire. When Principal Walter spoke of his female student’s uniform attire, he disclosed information about the potential health hazards that accompany tight clothing. He replied:


These girls, these uniformed girls. (While making the statement he uses his hands 
as quotation marks.) They wear these tight pants, even to Physical Education 
class. Tight pants in Physical Education class can cause certain illnesses. But 
those male classmates are the very reason why these girls wear these tight pants. I 
know they are uncomfortable. I know they are. These girls don’t care though. Just 
to get the attention of these young boys, they will run the risk of health issues. I 
can only feel sorry for them. They are doing what they see. You would think 
they’ll want something like basketball shorts in Physical Education. No. Because 
they see the famous girls on television or older siblings or family members in the 
tight pants they want them too. They’ll wear these tight pants right in that class, 
running and jumping around.

It is Principal Walter’s intent to create an environment that allows for the adolescent’s acceptance of herself and a level of self-confidence that discourages this type of dress. Not only Principal Walter, but each participant spoke of the similarity between student’s uniform modifications and the dress of celebrities. Each participant spoke particularly of their student’s desire to achieve a look or image that is similar to that of a celebrity. They spoke of rappers, actresses and other stars who are popular in the minds of adolescents. Principal Wesley attributes their dressing this way to the dress of female celebrities. He states:


You know, it is difficult for these young ladies to not dress this way if this is all 
they see on television. Forget television, this may be all they see at home. They 
think they have to get the man’s attention by dressing this way. Just about every 
female star you see on television is dressed in something too short or something 
too tight. Even the younger female stars dress this way! I have watched a few 
television shows and I’ve seen the skirts and the shorts and I get uncomfortable! I 
remember one particular celebrity. I won’t call her name, but she is so young. She 
is a teenager, and she had on basically a bra and a pair of shorts. This is on 
television! She is popular, so naturally these local young ladies want to look like 
her. But this is where adult supervision and guidance comes in. I depend on my 
staff to make this school an environment that embraces individuality in every 
sense. If you are overweight, you feel just as comfortable as the student who is 
not overweight. I think we as adults have so much to do with the student’s level of 
confidence. Actually, more than we even know. 

Principal Wesley established what he refers to as ‘confidence clubs’. He referred to the clubs in his school’s handbook. The purpose of these clubs is to encourage students to love themselves unconditionally and embrace their differences. These are gender-specific clubs. Each club member learns different types of etiquette norms. “We spend a substantial amount of time on teaching them to love themselves unconditionally and learning the importance of helping others” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Principal Wesley spoke highly of these clubs. He says:


We actually have been noted for the organizations. We do community service, we 
teach study skills, and we discuss the importance of making wise decisions. I 
think this is almost a necessity for today’s adolescents. First of all, if we don’t 
invest in them it’s almost like we are stunting our growth as a society. They are 
the future. Secondly, if we don’t serve as models and show them how important it 
is to contribute, they won’t do it. Community service is important.

When speaking with the participants I noticed the habitual reports of male students wearing baggy and excessively loose clothing, and they associated this with the dress of rappers. Principal Wayne exclaimed:


When it is cool for you to show your underwear, it is time for an intervention. 
Almost every rap video on television shows grown men with their pants hanging 
off their behind. The boys see this and they want to do it too. When you sit back 
and think, it makes no sense at all. These are not children who are being potty 
trained who may not pull their pants up all the way after using the bathroom. 
These are men, men with money, who have to be told to pull up your pants. I tell 
my boys in this school, if you are not old enough to pull up your pants I have 
something that will help you. You see, belts are a part of the uniform over here. If 
you don’t have on a belt, or in certain instances, if you don’t know how to wear a 
belt, I am more than glad to help. I have ties that I put on the back two belt loops. 
I guarantee the pants don’t sag when I put those on.

 Principal Wayne was not the only participant who spoke of this. Principal Wesley has a similar quandary. “I handle sagging pants with ease” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Referring to Image Two of Appendix D, he points to this young man’s pants and says, “These pants are appropriate, but they are borderline. Pants that are too big, like this young man’s pants, can very easily be sagged” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Even though he handles the issue of sagging pants with ease, he spoke of having to handle it often. This, he says, takes away from learning. He expresses his feelings of male students sagging their pants in the following way:


It is pointless. For no reason will I accept you having to sag your pants. If you 
can’t afford uniform pants, no problem. We have some that will fit. If you don’t
have a belt, not a problem either. We have those too. Nowhere in society should it 
be suitable for a man to not pull his pants up, other than the bathroom. 


As stated in the definition of symbolic interactionism by Blumer (1986), this is a study of group life and conduct. It rests heavily on the notion that people interact with one another as they construct meaning in their social experiences. The gender specific uniform modifications that were described by the participants indicate the students’ abilities to construct meaning in their social experiences. They use school uniforms, the symbols, to seek the attention of their opposite gender peers. Contrary to the district’s view of uniforms as methods of enforcing safety in schools, these students view uniforms as ways of enticing one another in various ways. For males, as described by participants, school uniforms are often used to show affiliation with a certain social organization. For females, school uniforms are used to display their developing adolescent bodies. 


Meaning construction and usage of symbols are also parts of the definition of symbolic interactionism. With this theme, the students are using the symbols—the uniform clothes—to construct meaning to their middle school experience. For females this development of meaning involves the usage of symbols to attract the attention of male students. For males this development of meaning involves creating and maintaining a sense of belonging and respect through membership in a gang. Research indicates that approval of peers is important in the identity development aspect of adolescent maturation (Daters, 1990). 


This development of meaning by the adolescents creates an environment of upheaval and uproar for the principals. They see the modifications as something that can be ‘easily fixed’. The confidence clubs only begin to address the principals’ efforts at reducing and eventually eliminating these modifications. The principals want to emphasize the learning aspect of school and therefore view the baggy pants and tight shirts as entities that are counterproductive to learning. It goes so far beyond simply saying ‘pull your pants up’ or ‘your pants are too tight’. The principals reported that being an example is one of the best methods of combating these modifications. Principal Walter states:


I do not let my students see me in anything other than a shirt and tie on weekdays, 
then on Friday I dress down. Even when I dress down I make sure my clothing is 
appropriate and fits as it should. I have on my belt and I always tuck my shirt in. I 
tell them that they should do the same.

Other participants hold similar views. Principal Wesley has a sincere concern for his females. “I want them to know that they can be mentally attractive as well as physically attractive to the opposite sex” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009).


The concern shown by these principals is to be applauded. In terms of meaning construction as explained by symbolic interactionism and normal adolescent development, these principals are aware of the student’s need to create their own identity as well as establish an identity with their peers; however, they are also aware of the enduring consequences of these adolescents’ actions. “Wearing tight clothes is not the method by which an adolescent should go about seeking acceptance and approval from her peers” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). Principal Walter believes that if adolescent females start, in their young lives, to wear tight clothing to get the attention of males this will only continue into their adulthood. What happens when they are unable to get the males’ attention with these tight clothes? To what will they rely on after that? In addition to his belief that this practice negatively impacts the development of their self-esteem, he also expressed concern of their physical health with the wearing of these tight clothes.

This data paints a rich portrait of the confusion that a school uniform policy can cause when it is implemented on adolescents who are in the beginning stages of identity development. The participants’ students are majority African-American, and research indicates that African-American adolescents, particularly inner-city adolescents, put the perspectives of their racially equivalent peers ahead of any other aspect in their schooling (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995). These students are far more concerned with impressing one another than with impressing their teacher, or even themselves. The females are learning, due to the negative influences of their home environment and the images on television, to use their bodies in order to attract the attention of their male classmates. Gaining their attention takes precedence over the academic aspect of schooling. The male students see the celebrities or even the neighborhood gang leaders as idols and therefore try desperately to imitate their styles. These students have learned to create an escape from the graffiti and the illegal happenings in their neighborhood in order to construct a social world that is comfortable to them. This social world excludes the academic culture that is of incalculable significance to the participants.

Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity
Male students not only sag their pants, they also try to wear colors that are not supported in the policy. Each principal spoke of this, which elucidated this theme, color-coded modifications indicate gang activity. In our first interview session Principal Wayne said:

These young men in this building will try almost anything with these uniforms. While they are well aware of the colors for the school’s uniform policy, they will try to wear certain colors that are in no way associated with those colors. If our school colors are green, black and white, of course a red undershirt is going to stand out to me or my staff. They do not care. They will attempt to do this, and will pretend to be upset and astonished when they are chastised. As a male superior I try to be a source of encouragement, but in those instances I have to ask them, “Why do this if you know you will be made to remove it?” You have to play on these students’ common sense.

Playing on their common sense, according to Principal Wesley, is a highly subjective thing to do. He says that his students are no dummies, and that common sense is not so common because of that. He says:

You have to make sure your policy is well written. The district gives principals the authority to mandate the specific colors, so think about how specific we have to be when we say the color blue. There are so many shades of blue, and students know this. If you do not tell students to refrain from wearing tight clothing, they will put on the tight baby blue shirt and argue you until the end about whether or not they are dressed in uniform. Now, I am thinking that common sense will tell this young lady that a tight shirt in school is totally inappropriate, but she argued that the policy does not read anywhere about the way a shirt fits.

This was a student in Principal Wesley’s school two years ago. She has since moved on to high school.

Each school has its own basic colors. These colors are used as colors approved for the uniform shirt. Principal Wayne indicated specifically in his school’s student handbook the colors that are permissible for uniform colors. As Principal Wayne states, “My students, especially my male students, will attempt to make obvious violations of the uniform policy” (personal communication, May 2009). He describes an obvious violation as a student wearing a uniform shirt that is contradictory with the requirements outlined in the uniform policy. “Even though the colors are outlined in the student handbook, they will still ignore this” (Principal Wayne, personal communication, May 2009). I pointed to the young man in Image One, and Principal Wesley and I had the following conversation:

Researcher: Is it possible for a student who is dressed this way to avoid a reprimand for a uniform violation? He’s dressed neatly; his shirt is tucked and his belt is accurately supporting his uniform pants.

As I asked the question Principal Wesley nodded his head. He stated:


Let me tell you, a student like this would not be one who violates the uniform 
policy. Now don’t misunderstand me, we take a look at all of them thoroughly. 
This is why I request the assistance of my entire staff. He may sag a little, but by 
obvious uniform violation I mean wearing colors that are not in the policy. Our 
community donated a heap of clothes, so it wouldn’t be a problem to help this 
young man if he wore the wrong color shirt one day.

Principal Wesley states that he encourages his staff to be cognizant of student’s clothing. “My students,” Principal Wayne states, “will put on a colored undershirt and wear the same colored socks and/or a wrist band that bears the same color” (personal communication, May 2009). According to Principal Wesley, if he or any member of his staff sees a student wearing the same color in such a way it is a definite issue. “If a male student has an undershirt, socks and shoestrings that are all the same color we immediately question him,” declares Principal Wayne. In response to the interview question ‘please describe, in as much detail as possible, a conversation and/or interaction you would have with a student who consistently (more than twice) dresses out of uniform’ he asserts:
I have various unidentified checkpoints in the building. Students never know where or when a teacher is going to check his uniform. When students enter the building they are greeted by at least four teachers. In addition to the good morning and smile, they very often get a pull your pants up command. They are sometimes told to go to the restroom and take off an undershirt. If it’s a pull up your pants reprimand, that’s simple. The teacher can watch them pull up their pants right there. The problem arises when these students will pull their pants up for that teacher, but the pants once again sag when that teacher is out of sight. Not a problem, another teacher is not too far away to offer the same reprimand. We are aware that we have to stay on these children in order for them to do right. They are children. You know if they are not given guidance they will not be guided! If the reprimand involves removing clothing the teacher will notify all of the teachers by way of walkie-talkie. Therefore, approximately four teachers are aware of the teacher’s request. Even though the student has walked away from the first checkpoint, there’s another teacher close by who is watching and was informed by the teacher of the student’s non-uniform attire. One of these teachers will make sure he goes to the restroom to take off the non-uniform undershirt or whatever piece of non-uniform clothing the teacher requests that he removes. Believe it or not, these are the same students. But like I said, they are children. They need guidance.

Principal Wayne and his staff remain mindful of students who are doing this to generate a feeling of belonging. For these students Principal Wayne has established gender-specific organizations. In these organizations the students take on responsibilities throughout the building. The male group of students is allowed to dress in a distinguished manner on certain days, wearing a suit or shirt, tie and dress pants. The female students are allowed to wear distinguished clothing also. This includes dresses or blouses and skirts. The students enjoy the responsibility according to the principal’s reports. Sometimes, according to Principal Wayne, students who have palpable affiliations with gangs are included in the organization. He insists:

If you think about it, gangs have leaders. Having a leadership mentality is a good thing. We only need to channel these leadership traits in the right direction. In my attempts to positively channel these leadership abilities I make the so-called gang leader the president or vice-president of the organization. I do not let these individuals bring that gang mentality in our organization. Disrespectful words and/or actions are not tolerated. I take an active approach, but I also let them think they are making decisions. These are the same students who will have on the blue undershirt, blue and white socks and blue and white shoestrings. They lead the organization well, voicing their thoughts and opinions about all topics. 


The undershirt and shoestrings are the more observable means by which students color-code their uniform. Some students, according to Principal Walter, have bandanas. Specifically, in Principal Walter’s school the female students indicate their gang affiliations by way of bandanas. Principal Walter questioned one particular female student and their conversation stands out in his memory. He recalls their discussion as follows:

One female student, who could be described as mischievous, had a bandana hanging from her front right pocket. Whenever I encounter female uniform infractions I involve a female administrator. This particular time I saw no need to involve her. I did not see the need to ask her why she had it there. I demanded that she remove it. After a brief conversation she removed it. I was alarmed because the bandana was red. I was disturbed because the color red is nowhere in our uniform color list.

Each participant reported that the color-coded modifications are strong indicators of gang affiliation. Principal Wesley is the leader of an inner-city school which is located in an aggressive neighborhood. Some students wear these colors not only in school, but also throughout the neighborhood. This, according to Principal Wesley, is unsafe.

The research purpose for this study, to identify how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression, is addressed within this theme. Participants chose to disregard the students’ professed need for establishing an identity when it relates to gang-related uniform modifications. Principal Wayne argued that any gang activity creates an extremely unsafe environment for students. Although their conversation indicates an understanding of students feeling a need for belonging, the participants are somewhat obstinate when it comes to contributing the student’s modifications to a need for belonging. Each participant firmly believes that gang-behavior should not be tolerated in schools. They recommend that schools handle this behavior wholly and make every attempt to discourage students from gang-related associations and activities. Principal Walter boldly proclaims, “That’s why we have our gender-specific organizations over here.” Knowing that students, specifically adolescent students, are extroverted people, the gender-specific organizations were created so that the students can identify with other same-gender adolescents. Principal Wesley also spoke of his ‘confidence clubs’ and how they positively influence his students.

Other students have unique ways of modifying and interpreting the uniform policy. Principal Walter has a group of male students who decided to paint an unknown object on their shoe. This participant also has these images saved and showed them to me. The students explained to Principal Walter that a certain group of high school students tried to fight them days prior, and this uniform modification was their way of showing togetherness and to let the high school students know that they are a team. The images were almost identical according to Principal Walter. They were all the same size, shape and color. Simulating the students’ words and actions, Principal Walter threw his hands up and shouted, “They can’t take one of us without taking all of us.” He wants his students to exhibit this same kind of cohesive spirit in schoolwork. “I believe these students have forgotten that academics are top priority. There are so many other things that come before that for these adolescents” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). So many other things, according to Principal Wesley, that cause academics to move further down the adolescent’s list of priorities. Principal Wesley invited me to view the scenery outside his office window. He said, “You see these buildings?” I noticed dilapidated, graffiti-filled buildings. “If this was the image outside your bedroom window, or the image you saw when you walked to school, you would develop a lackadaisical attitude toward learning too” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). “These students see so many negative images that the positive ones just get lost in the shuffle” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). 

Symbolic interactionism highlights the importance of meaning construction (Creswell, 2007). The participants report that the student’s environment has caused them to create meanings in their social worlds. These meanings, specifically through colors, often indicate an affiliation with gangs. They use the gang colors to express to a potentially harmful opponent that they belong to this group and will keep the opponent from fighting. “These students adapt a fight or flight response very early in life” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Fight or flight describes a physiological response to stressful situations. Fighting indicates an aggressive response while flight indicates a passive response that is induced by running away from or simply fleeing the stressful environment. According to participants’ accounts, these adolescents use the color-coded modifications to indicate their physiological response of fighting.

As indicated by Principal Wesley, these students are constantly bombarded with symbols of hopelessness through messages from gangs in their everyday lives at home and at school. These symbols—the graffiti-filled buildings, the negative home environment, the gangs—all inform the ways in which these students construct meaning and how they interact with others. Their familiarity with gang culture is far more advanced than their familiarity with academic culture. Because of this, the student’s construct meanings of belongingness in the gang culture instead of the academic culture. Belonging in gangs gives them a sense of relevance and causes them to feel above the negative situation that they are involved in.

The participants are aware of the student’s need to identify with gang members, and they attribute this to the student’s unconstructive environment. They foster these leadership abilities by nurturing their leadership abilities and involving them in certain clubs and organizations within the school. These clubs and organizations have hierarchal positions, and the gang leader of the school is very often placed at the top of this hierarchy. Principal Wesley states, “We try to channel that negative energy in hopes of producing a student who knows how to positively direct his leadership skills” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). The participants pointed out that too many negative offenses can grant a student a home suspension, and although the student may be keen on this, the participants are not. “If allowed to do so, they will just not come to school at all” (Principal Wayne, personal communication, May 2009). Attendance is important, so the participants make valid attempts to control the number of instances that a student is sent home for faulty behavior.

The participants’ reports of student’s gang affiliation indicate the students’ need to feel a sense of belonging and acceptance. The gangs, though viewed by participants as a nuisance to society, allow members to create enduring relationships that can appear to be positive. The participants described many of their students’ home lives as tumultuous and turbulent, so the affection they receive from gang affiliates often replaces this unpleasant life. For adolescents, the feeling of being adored, which is a feeling generated by gang membership, is a grand feeling. 

As these students negotiate the uniform policy to demonstrate themselves and their identity, the principals are trying to intercept and steer students towards a more positive direction. This positive direction will take students to social and academic success. No longer affiliating with gangs for belonging, social success includes the adolescent’s ability to develop his identity through the positive influence of the principals. This direction also involves a greater focus on academics, which yields academic success. The symbol—the school uniform—is used by students as a catalyst to indicate gang membership and/or an increased likeability by peers. As leaders of the school, the principals realize the need to combat student’s negative formation of meaning.   

Principals Do Not Support Student’s Uniform Modifications
Each participant revealed that spending an excessive amount of time on uniform violations takes away from what should be first priority-academic achievement. For that reason the participants stated that they aim to make their school’s uniform policy as clear and concise as possible. This particular theme, principals do not support student’s uniform modification attempts, became apparent at this point.

Principal Walter believes that students are placing entirely too much emphasis on social development and not academic development. He said:


The focus is no longer on education. Do not misunderstand me, I do not think this 
misplaced focus is the children’s fault. There are so many other things that are 
more important to these students. I have students in this school who leave this 
building as children but have to go home and become adults. These are children. 
They have to switch roles almost instantly. It is difficult for us to do that as able-
bodied, sound-minded adults. Although I am aware of the student’s broken home 
life, I can not use that as an excuse. I do not want them to do that either. Set the 
expectations high, that’s what I say. That is also what I do. If your shirt is dirty, 
no problem, I will give you a clean one. If your pants are tight, no big deal, I have 
a loose-fitting one in the clothes closet. I refuse to go back and forth with children 
about a uniform. That is wasted energy. I want these students to be able to 
compete with any other middle school student in this world. I want them to be 
brilliant. If I spend 15 minutes debating with a student and his parent about a 
uniform shirt or some uniform pants, there are three people who are detrimentally 
affected by this; the student, the teacher and the parent. The student is wasting 
learning time, the teacher is not teaching the student, and the parent could be 
doing something productive like working. The time is gone for foolishness. And 
to me, arguing about a uniform is just that-foolishness.

Principal Wesley believes that his environment negatively affects his student’s development. He wants his students to rise above their surroundings and think beyond being reprimanded for a school uniform violation. He said:

When you pulled up to this school I am sure you noticed what we are surrounded by. You saw broken down buildings, prostitutes and graffiti on what could be thriving businesses. Well, this is a daily visual for these students. They tend to develop a kill-or-be-killed mentality. I can not let them lose focus though. I can not let them think for one minute that the color of their undershirt is more important than their homework. Honestly, I think that’s why I am here. I grew up in a neighborhood similar to this one. I wanted to bang like them. I had a teacher, Mr. Alden, who just would not let me. I did not wear uniforms, but I had a bandana in my back pocket. Mr. Alden snatched my bandana and shoved me into his office. I am these children’s Mr. Alden. You can say they are products of their environment. They do not know anything other than this. Or you can say I will not sit back and watch a generation of children go to waste. I will model success so that they will see success and want it. I choose the latter.

Principal Wayne was passionate about his student’s academic development. He said:


This (pointing at an image of a uniform modification on the computer) will never 
be more important than this (pointing to a student’s textbook on his desk). No 
matter how many times we write the policy, no matter what words we use to write 
the policy, these children will find ways to throw in their style. They want 
their 
swagger to show. If we let them, they’ll show up at school everyday to flaunt 
their fashion. Why do we think we have the uniform policy in the first place? All 

we need to do is tell them, you can not do that. Do not wear that in this building 
anymore. Then we need to make sure they go back to that classroom and get their 
work done. They have all the time in the world to show off their clothes. For 
seven hours, I need you to focus on learning. 

Each participant, although aware of their students’ tumultuous lives, expects for the students to remain focused on achieving academic success. With the tumultuous lives that these students have, it is often difficult to do so.

Each principal provided me with a copy of his Student Handbook. In this handbook, which is shared with parents and students at the activation of the school year, the uniform policy for his particular school is clearly outlined. Even with this attempt principals reported of students who are habitual uniform violators. Some participants reported of clothes closets for students who pretend to be unapprised of the uniform policy. The district reprimand for habitual offenders is an at-home suspension. However, principals report that attendance is of utmost importance in the learning process. For that reason principals stock closets with donated uniform clothing so that students will not have to accumulate absences due to uniform violations.

One participant reported of a student’s aversion towards the pants in the clothes closet. “He did not want to wear the pants because they did not match his uniform shirt” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). Principal Walter explained to him that he would not have to wear these pants if he would stop wearing pants that were two or three sizes too large.

Students who consistently make modifications to the uniform policy are often targeted as students who need to display their creative capabilities in other areas. With that in mind, participants spoke of their practice of using these students in various leadership roles throughout the school. They make sure the students are aware of and adhere to the requirements of the uniform policy, but they use these students in leadership capacities. Similar to the description in the theme color-coded modifications indicate gang activity, principals appoint these students to preside over certain clubs and activities that take place within the school. This is done in an effort to channel their creative leadership traits in a positive manner.

Knowing that student achievement is not as high priority as it should be, the participants placed minimal emphasis on student’s uniform modifications to the student’s need for self-expression and cultural identity. They view student’s modifications as the adolescent’s attempts to simply see how far they can go. “The influence that celebrities have on adolescents is alarming. These students will go to no ends to act and dress like people they idolize on television” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). The participants reported frankly on the misplaced focus of public education. They all believe that student achievement should take a more prominent role in policy planning and implementation on the district level. 


As school leaders, principals are charged with the responsibility of ensuring that students receive a high-quality, authentic education. The negotiations students make to their uniforms often prevent students from receiving this, as principals report of an immense amount of time spent on reprimanding students for uniform modifications. This suggests that principals should foster learning environments that are conducive to student’s social development instead of ignoring this aspect of education and focusing more on academic development.  

Prevalent Middle School Social Status Influences Uniform Violation
This theme, prevalent middle school social status influences uniform violation, was supported by the participants’ beliefs in the students wanting to fit in with certain cliques and therefore dressing a certain way. Literature indicates that adolescent students are exceedingly concerned with the image their peers have of them (McClellan and Pugh, 1999). Wanting to fit-in only begins to describe how adolescents feel about achieving a favorable amount of satisfaction from their peers. 

Adolescents are driven by a need for acceptance and appeal on behalf of their peers. Spending so much time in the school setting, they use their style of dress to establish and/or maintain this acceptance. Clothing is a key way to identify with and compare oneself to peers. Of all age groups, adolescents are most likely to devote a disproportionate amount of time and attention to clothing and appearance (Mass General Hospital for Children, 2009). This is because adolescents yearn for acceptance and approval from their peers. 


The media is a very important part of an adolescent’s life. The plots of certain television shows very often make up a majority of an adolescent’s conversation. Not only are the plots important, but the actual character is important also. The way television characters dress is of great appeal to the typical adolescent (Principal Wayne, personal communication, May 26, 2009).  Principal Wayne said the following about the influence of superstars on adolescents:

It is rare that you see a celebrity wearing plain clothes. The ladies’ skirts are short, the men’s pants are low. When these impressionable adolescents see this they want to dress this way too. The place for them to dress this way is school. At 12, 13 or 14 there aren’t many other places for you to go. School is like the spot! The district went and implemented a uniform policy, so now the students are forced to be creative when trying to imitate these people they see on television. The rappers may have their jeans sagging. Knowing they can not wear jeans to school, these young men will sag their khaki pants. The ladies may have on short skirts and tight shirts. Knowing they can not wear skirts that are too short, these girls will cut a regular knee-length skirt to make it a length that meets their approval. They are trying hard to become these people they see on television.

 Other participants share his views. As confirmation, Principal Wesley displayed a student’s folder. This folder had images of one particular rapper all over them. There were pictures of him, his name and even lyrics to his songs. We all may have idolized a celebrity as adolescents, but Principal Wesley states that this students’ adoration is beyond adoration. According to Principal Wesley, this student comes to school dressed like this rapper everyday. He has even attempted to modify his voice so that his speech will imitate this rapper’s speech. 


Although this particular student may be a unique example, many other students revere celebrities in a similar manner. Principal Walter cited two examples, one male student and one female student. His female student esteemed a male celebrity. This participant spoke of the diminutive lesbian population in his school. “She wanted, for some reason, to look like a boy instead of a girl” Principal Walter stated in a perplexed way. “She wanted to wear baggy pants, long shirts that she would not tuck into her pants and high-top shoes that she would not lace” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). This puzzled Principal Walter, and he wanted to investigate further. However, to maintain trustworthiness on behalf of his staff, students and stakeholders, he refers situations that involved female students to his female administrator. He asked her to probe the situation further. His female administrator discovered that she venerates this male rapper because she wants to explore lesbianism. Even though she confirmed her lesbianism to the female administrator, Principal Walter would not go into detail about this aspect of the student. When he and his female administrator carefully observed the student and the rapper, they noticed that she even cut her hair so that it would resemble his. “In my opinion she spent entirely too much time trying to mimic this rapper” (Principal Walter, personal communication, May 2009). His account of one particular female student trying to impersonate a female celebrity is similar. He says:

I just wish these celebrities knew how influential they were to adolescents. Everyday I have a student who tries desperately to look like a female pop star. This girl has even put extensions in her hair that are the same color as the pop star! She wears her tight shirts and her tight pants everyday, and everyday we have to give her another shirt to put on. She accessorizes her clothes to no end! Her earrings, bracelets, rings and nail polish are all color-coordinated. This student has found a loophole in the policy. We do not really speak on accessories, so at this point she is not modifying. However, we have in times past requested that she remove certain jewelry pieces that disrupt the teaching and learning process. That is a part of the policy. If it is keeping you and others from learning it has got to go. The clanking sound of those bracelets was disruptive. Even though [pop star] wears them, this student could not wear them in class. Adolescents are such an impressionable populace. They see it, they like it, they will try it. 

In mimicking the styles of celebrities, the adolescents hope to achieve acceptance by their peers. If their style of dress is similar to that of a famous person, they achieve a level of approval that greatly enhances their popularity. Popularity is a goal that adolescents strive to attain. Achieving this goal by emulating a celebrity, though viewed as a false sense of identity development by the participants, is a sought after task of adolescents. Celebrities are important and often serve as role models in the lives of adolescents. 


“A popular male student in this school has a nickname that is an actual name of a rapper” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Principal Wesley reported of numerous accounts of this student standing on the lockers between classes and rapping the lyrics of one of this celebrity’s songs. “He has about 15 students standing around him, and they have a look of awe and amazement on their face” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). Even though the student’s admiration for this student makes no sense to Principal Wesley, he says that he understands why they look up to this student. “This is the closest they have to the role model they see on television” (Principal Wesley, personal communication, May 2009). This popular student, along with other popular students described by participants, is often called on to be positive examples in the school. Principal Walter has a similarly popular student in his school. He talks to this young man often, explaining to him how he could positively influence his peers with his popularity. Principal Walter recalled one conversation with this student as follows: “If you pull your pants up and wear your belt properly just think about the many sixth and seventh grade students who will do the same” (personal communication, May 2009). The principals reported of occasions where they used the popular students to serve as mentors and guides to younger, troubled students.  

Principals are aware of the adolescent’s need to identify with peers, which explains why they use the popular students to reach the uniformed and less popular students. This shows not only their awareness, but also their ability to foster their student’s advancement through the adolescent phase of life. These students, to the principals’ opposition, actively construct their social world by mimicking the flair of certain celebrities. If this imitation is done properly, they have successfully drawn more peers into their circle of friendship, which is an aspect of adolescent development (Oyserman & Harrison, 1995). 

Many negative external factors bombard these adolescents’ lives. Even though they are at the age of what should be innocence and happiness, they are surrounded by negative images that take preference over their age appropriate issues such as homework and socializing. They have to concern themselves with wearing the ‘right’ clothes and befriending the ‘right’ people in order to effectively navigate through their development. The males have to wear certain colors to prevent themselves from becoming the target of a quarrel while the females have to dress a certain way to impress who they view as important. The principals make earnest attempts to channel these adolescents’ beliefs on who and what should be of importance, but a principal and a school year does not last as long as the adolescent’s life and her surroundings. Since the principal does not last as long as the environment, the principal’s guidance often becomes secondary to the negative lifestyle that they have grown accustomed to.

In chapter four I descriptively provided the findings of this research study. I used the data that was analyzed in chapter three to explain the findings in terms of the themes that were established from this research. I also indicated how symbolic interactionism informed my analyses. In the next chapter I discuss these themes along with implications for future research opportunities with this study as a foundation. 
Chapter Summary


In this chapter I analyzed the interview transcriptions and other data sources. I introduced and explained the themes that were gathered from the research study. The themes were used as headings. Findings that emerged from the themes indicate that the participants have similar perspectives on students’ uniform modifications. The presence of the uniform modifications can be contributed in part to students’ need for belonging. They want to be viewed as popular by their peers. The modifications can also be contributed to the students’ desire to imitate celebrity figures.  

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

I began this research based on a personal interest in adolescents and adolescent development. It was my belief that a research study on students’ modifications to a uniform policy as described by school principals would contribute to existing literature on school uniforms and adolescent development. In my efforts to conduct this research, I asked the following questions:

1.   How do principals describe the ways that students modify the uniform policy?

2.   How do principals describe their experiences with students who commit uniform    violations?

3.  How do principals explain the relationship between their response to student uniform modifications and adolescent need for self-expression and cultural identity?
I used symbolic interactionism as the theoretical framework in this research study.

Blumer (1986) states that symbolic interactionism is a study of group life and conduct.  I established a positive rapport with the participants at the initial phase of this research process that was conducive to a dependable working environment. I encouraged each participant to share any comments related to the research study by way of member checks. I also met regularly with my committee members, conducting peer debriefing sessions to ensure the rigor of my findings.

The data collection process involved the gathering, transcribing and analysis of information. After meticulously undergoing this process I identified the following themes:

1. Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific

2. Color-coded modifications indicate gang activity

3. Principals do not support students’ 

4. Prevalent gang culture in middle schools influences violation of uniform policies

In this chapter I will compare these findings to the existing literature that was introduced in chapter two. I will also present my findings and discuss how these findings contribute to the existing literature. Additionally I present the possible implications of this research on adolescent development and educational policy implementation. I will conclude this chapter with suggested directions for further study.

Comparison of Findings to Existing Literature

As stated in chapter two, middle school principals expressed the most support and appreciation for school uniform policies (Anderson, 2002), with urban middle principals conveying the most sincere desire for school uniform policy implementation. These principals feel that uniform policies offer many positive benefits to students. Principals of elementary schools share in this belief. Two of these reported benefits are students who attend schools with uniform policies can stay focused and disciplined and they feel less social pressure because of the similarities in dress with their peers (National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2000). The three participants in this study, urban middle school principals, all stated that they are in full agreement with the implementation of a school uniform policy. They believe that the policy’s consistent implementation will further enhance its positive effects on students. 


In response to the purpose of this research study, identify how principals’ responses to student uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s need for cultural identity and self expression, the principals are aware of the student’s need for cultural identity and self expression, however; they view school as a place for academic growth and development. The social aspect of schooling, as reported by the participants, is overwhelming in its importance. Principal Walter believes that the focus in the academic setting is no longer on education. Instead, he says, the focus has shifted to non-educational factors (personal communication, May, 2009). One of these non-educational factors is adolescent self-expression. Self-expression has been found to be critical in the development of identity and self-confidence for both boys and girls (Harter, 1998). The manner in which students modify their school uniforms, as reported by the participants, is evidence of self-expression. Even through this self-expression adolescents manage to concern themselves with what their peers think of them. Arroyo and Zigler (1995) stated that African-American adolescents, particularly inner-city adolescents, put the perspectives of their racially equivalent peers ahead of any other aspect in their schooling.


The participants in this research study report that many of the students’ modifications attempts are simply an effort to appeal to their peers. The students make modifications in a gender-specific manner, with most female students making their uniform tops and/or bottoms tighter in order to appeal to their male counterparts. Principal Wesley spoke overtly of the tightness of the adolescents’ pants in image four. He also spoke on how females in the adolescent stage of life are trying to attract the interest of their male classmates. Tight shirts, as reported by Principal Wesley, always make the young men look twice (personal communication, May, 2009). Principal Wayne states that his female students modify their uniforms in a different manner; the shortness, instead of the tightness, of females’ bottoms is what attracts the male students. He stated that the student in image three would show all of her business when she sits down which makes her skirt too short. Although many of their students oppose the school uniform policy and therefore modify it, none of the participants spoke of any legal matters in reference to the uniform policy. 

Implications of Themes on Policy Development

The themes that surfaced from this study are explained below along with implications that explain how this study impacts policy development.

Student Uniform Modifications are Gender Specific                    

The development of children through the adolescent stage of life is marked with foreseeable milestones. Pruitt (1999) states that “The sudden and rapid physical changes that adolescents experience typically lend this period of development to be one of concern over one’s own body changes” (p. 21). While Principal Wayne’s female students are on a constant mission to express themselves by showing off their bodies, he also has to deal with his male students making a myriad of modifications to their uniforms. From hanging shirts to painted shoes, his students have tried a multitude of uniform modifications.


Research on adolescent maturation indicates that physical appearance is an important aspect of the adolescent’s identity. In fact, Pierno (2003) states that the hallmark of adolescence is change. As their bodies change so do their behavioral, cognitive and emotional development tactics. Behaviorally speaking, adolescents begin to experiment with new ways of behaving; cognitively adolescents begin to experience concrete thinking. These new ways of behaving involve students making modifications to the uniform policy. As Principal Wayne stated, students will do what we allow them to do. They need guidance in order to make wise decisions about their dress. For both males and females, Daters (1990) asserts that “Society recognizes the role of clothing as a communicator of information during social interaction and as an aid in the establishment of self-identity, and as adolescents build self-identity and self-esteem the use of clothing becomes important aspects of his/her development” (p. 1).

Color-Coded Modifications Indicate Gang Activity


McClellan and Pugh (1999) state that “By identifying with a particular crowd, adolescents can achieve at least a provisional identity, one that establishes their place within the peer system while they are working on developing a more comprehensive and personal sense of identity” (p. 8). These particular crowds, as reported by the participants, are often gangs. The bandanas, shoestrings, belts, socks, and other accessories worn by students bear certain colors, and these colors are indicative of membership in certain gangs. Adolescents often feel a dire need to associate themselves with peer groups, and these peer groups are hierarchal. This may be the explanation for students joining gangs. They view students in certain gangs as members of the in-crowd, and these students are at the top of the hierarchal status system (Eder, 1985). The gangs provide students with the sense of belonging that they yearn for. Participants have certain activities in place to combat this.


There are certain clubs and organizations in place that serve in certain capacities throughout the schools. There are Student Ambassadors who represent the school, both on and off campus, when visitors are involved. Other organizations are in place, and each of these organizations has officers. The obvious ‘gang leader’ is placed as the president or vice-president of the organization. Thompson and Akbar (2003) noted that development of African-American adolescents is successful when getting along with peers is unproblematic and they also have a high status in the group they belong to. Participants appear to be aware of this research in adolescent development, as they have established organizations that have hierarchal positions for the adolescents.

Principals Do Not Support Student’s Uniform Modifications

Existing literature states that principals believe that school uniforms offer benefits to students. In the presence of school uniform policies students whose parents are financially challenged can stay focused and disciplined. Principals want students to elevate not only their academic development but also their self-esteem. They believe that school uniforms improve students’ behavior and prepare them to become productive members of a working society. Principals have similar beliefs according to the findings of this research, and it is further enhanced by the principals’ beliefs that academic issues have been replaced by social issues such as uniform policies.


The principals want the focus on academic education and not social aspects. Principal Wayne believes that students have all the time in the world to show off their clothes, and if we allow them to do so students will turn school into somewhat of a fashion show. He wants for students, for the seven hours they are in school, to focus on learning and nothing else. He stated that no matter how many times the policy is written and re-written, these students will find ways to express their style.

Prevalent Middle School Social Status Influences Uniform Violation


Literature indicates that adolescent students are exceedingly concerned with the image their peers have of them (McClellan & Pugh, 1999). The popularity of the peer group very often determines whether or not adolescents will partake in that group’s specific modification. For adolescents, dress is a significant aspect of social development. Dress is one of many avenues by which adolescents dismiss their individuality and readily adopt the identities of a group. Draa (2005) states that “Security is derived from identifying with other group members and gaining their acceptance and approval, which is a behavior particularly evident among adolescents” (p. 20).


The participants in this research study told stories that detailed the adolescents’ efforts to modify their uniforms in an effort to indicate belonging to a specific group. Some of the students in Principal Wayne’s school modify their uniforms in attempts to replicate the styles of celebrities. Those students are very often at the top of the social status.

Contributions to Existing Literature

This study presents the complex relationship between implementing uniforms and maintaining an environment that is encouraging for adolescent maturation and development. By developing a broader understanding of issues influencing uniform policy implementation, school officials can better prepare themselves to deal with the multitude of ways in which students change their uniforms as symbols of discipline and freedom. 

The district studied for this research has been under a school uniform policy for seven years. The initial implementation was met with disagreements that were voiced by both parents and students. “Despite the horror that is associated with school uniform policy implementation, I strongly believe that implementing these policies are wise decisions” (Principal Wayne, personal communication, January 2008). The schools in this district were given a moderate level of autonomy when the district policy was initially implemented. The color choices were determined on the school level. District officials encouraged schools to utilize the input of all stakeholders; parents, students and community leaders were all requested to take part in the decision-making process.

Implications

The purpose of this research was to identify how principals’ responses to student’s uniform modifications reflect their understanding of and reaction to student’s cultural identity and self-expression. The findings indicate the need for policy officials to expand their understanding of adolescents’ social development. The findings also open up a complex space for understanding what the uniform symbolizes to the students and the principals. A possible starting point for these participants is to examine the information in Table Two of this dissertation. The guidelines for adults in this table provide insight on how to respond to the adolescents’ social development. The research conducted for this study was done holistically in that it applies specifically to middle school students and administrators. 

Over a decade ago schools nationwide were charged with the responsibility, by President Bill Clinton, to make schools safer places for students. He contended that if school uniforms were the means by which schools “break [the] hold of gangs and violence (p. 1) and promote school discipline and order (Felch, 1996) then they should be implemented. Researchers and school officials nationwide began pondering the notion of uniforms in the schools. Many of them began implementing these policies readily, with little empirical data to support their implementation (Brunsma, 2004).  The research findings imply that human development plays a major role in the modifications adolescents make to what some view as stringent uniform policies. Uniform policy development, as it has played itself in this urban district, lacks the understanding of adolescent social development. Research lacks a discussion about the implications of adolescent development on uniform policy implementation. Although the policy is well-written, it appears that the implementation lacks involvement of adolescent development.  

The participant’s responses to the student’s modifications open the need for policy officials to re-examine the school uniform policy.  The experiences of the participants open up the need for constant re-examination of school uniform policies in urban middle schools, as their potentials and pitfalls were exposed with this research study. While self-expression is not inherently a disadvantage amongst middle school students, the ways in which students identify belongingness raise the need to provide multiple means of expressing belongingness. Doing so may prevent students from gravitating towards gang activity and seeking the attention of others through clothing in order to acquire a sense of worth or belongingness.

Future Research

As policies should be periodically evaluated for their effectiveness, a research study on the effectiveness of this district’s uniform policy implementation could benefit existing literary reviews. The participants in this research study were all African-American males. A future research opportunity that studies the perceptions of non-African-Americans and/or females would provide even more insight. When examined in conjunction with existing literature, this research study presents itself as an opportunity for furtherance. Although this study specifically caters to the adolescent population, future research opportunities abound with different aged students. Specifically, a grade-level specific longitudinal research study that investigates social development in the presence of a school uniform policy would be valuable to existing research. Beginning with a sample of students in the early elementary segment of their education, a researcher could follow this group of students from elementary school to middle school to high school, examining their social development as they attend public schools that have school uniform policies. This district is the third largest in its state, and the population of students is greatly diversified. That makes for an advantageous research study. Another interesting study would be to research the perceptions of parents in regards to how their children react to school uniform policies. Perhaps their input could provide correlations between students’ responses to school uniform policies and academic achievement. A researcher could use research questions that are similar to those in this study and conduct a quantitative study.

As students were not engaged in this research study, a future research opportunity should involve the input of students who are participants in the uniform policy on a daily basis. This may provide a more accurate description of student’s behavior in reaction to school uniform policies. This study needs replication in a different setting with a different category of students.

Another furtherance of this research study involves the development of other racial and ethnic groups. It may be advantageous to study their development in relation to policies and social development.

Conclusions


School uniforms began as a source of controversy with public schools (Firmin, Smith, Perry, 2001). Endorsed by President Bill Clinton as promoters of safe schools, school uniforms are said to eliminate competition of dress among students and also teach children to dress appropriately (Firmin, Smith, Perry, 2001). The district studied for this research implemented a school uniform policy for similar reasons. Although the implementation is viewed positively by participants, they are sluggish to speak positively of students’ responses to the uniform policy. Inconsistency in implementation practices prevents participants from relating the uniform policy to positive student development.

In summary, the primary intention of this research study was to identify principals’ ability to relate student’s uniform modifications to the student’s need for cultural identity and self-expression. Each participant conveyed an understanding of adolescent’s identity development. Each also expressed a strong desire for students to experience academic success. The participants believe that adolescent’s social development should not take precedence over their academic development. 

There appears to be a detachment between the participants awareness of how adolescent identity so closely relates to the student’s ability to be academically successful. The participants displayed no understanding of the relationship between the implementation of a school uniform policy and adolescent cultural identity issues, especially among African-American students. The data collection in this research indicate the lack of a connection between the participants’ understanding of adolescent development in relation to school uniform policy implementation and the impact that it would have on student achievement. 
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Appendix B: Research Timeline

	Time (in days, weeks, months)
	Duration of activity
	Description of activity
	Participant’s role

	Week 1, Day 1
	Two Weeks

	Submit paperwork to University of Memphis’ IRB Department
	None

	Week 3, Day 1


	One Week
	Submit paperwork to Research Department of school district
	Make decision to participate

	Week 3, Day 3

	Two hours
	Meet with committee to create research and interview questions
	None

	Week 5, Day 2


	One hour
	Contact participants via e-mail
	Respond to e-mail 

	Week 5, Day 5
	One hour
	Interview participant #1
	Ask questions about study, set future dates


	Week 5, Day 6

	Four hours
	Transcribe interview 
	None

	Week 6, Day 1


	One hour
	Interview participant #2
	Ask questions about study, set future dates

	Week 6, Day 2
	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 6, Day 4
	One hour
	Member check with participant #1
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 6, Day 5

	Two hours
	Make modifications to transcriptions
	None

	Week 7, Day 1

	Two hours


	Member check with participant #2
	Respond to transcription

	Week 7, Day 2

	Three hours
	Make modifications to transcriptions
	None

	Week 7, Day 4

	One hour
	Interview participant #3
	Ask questions about study, set future dates

	Week 7, Day 5
	Four hours
	Transcribe interviews
	None 

	Week 7, Day 6
	Two hours
	Member check with participant #3
	Respond to transcription

	Week 8, Day 1

	Twelve hours
	Analyze data from first round of interviews 
	None

	Week 8, Day 4
	Three hours
	Share findings with dissertation chair
	None

	Week 8, Day 5
	One hour
	Contact participants for second round of interviews
	Evaluate offer of participation and respond

	Week 9, Day 1


	One hour
	Second interview with participant #1
	Respond to open-ended questions and photos 

	Week 9, Day 2


	Two Hours
	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 9, Day 5
	Two hours
	Member check with participant #1
	Respond to transcription

	Week 10, Day 1
	One hour
	Interview with participant #2
	Respond to open-ended questions and photos

	Week 10, Day 3

	Three hours
	Transcribe interview
	None 

	Week 10, Day 5

	One hour
	Interview with participant #3
	Respond to open-ended questions and photos 

	Week 11, Day 2
	Two hours


	Member check with participant #2

	Respond to interview transcription


	Week 11, Day 3
	One hour
	Make modifications to transcriptions
	None 

	Week 11, Day 4


	Two hours
	Member check with participant #3
	Respond to transcriptions 

	Week 12, Day 1

	Twelve hours


	Analyze data from second-round of interviews
	None

	Week 12, Day 3

	Two hours
	Share findings with dissertation chair
	None

	Week 12, Day 4

	Two Hours
	Third formal interview with participant #1
	Respond to open-ended questions and photos

	Week 12, Day 5

	Four hours


	Transcribe interview
	None

	Week 12, Day 5

	One hour
	Member check with participant #1
	Respond to transcription 

	Week 13, Day 1

	1)One hour

2)Seven hours
	1)Third formal interview with participant #2

2) Transcribe interview
	1)Respond to open-ended questions and photos

2)None

	Week 13, Day 4
	Two hours

	Member check with participant #2
	Respond to transcription


	Week 14
	1)One hour

2)Five hours
	1)Interview with participant #3 
2)Transcribe interview
	1)Respond to open-ended questions and photos

2)None

	Week 15
	1)One hour

2)Four days
	1)Member check with participant #3

2)Peer debriefings with dissertation chair and other committee members
	1) Respond to transcription

2)None 

	Week 16
	Five weeks


	Finalize write-up of data
	None


Appendix C: Interview Protocol

Topic:  A Qualitative Study of Urban Middle School Principals’ Perceptions of Student Modifications to a School Uniform Policy in an Effort to Develop Cultural Identity

Time of Interview:

Date:

Place:

Interviewer:

Interviewee:

Position of Interviewee:

Interview Questions

1. Think of an encounter you had with a student who was out of uniform. In as much detail as possible, describe this encounter. 
Areas to probe: 

-How did you notice the student’s noncompliance with the uniform policy?

-What reprimand do you have in place to handle this? 
2. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, a conversation and/or interaction you would have with a student who consistently (more than twice) dresses out of uniform.

3. What are some of the different ways that your students have dressed that were against the uniform policy? Please describe in as much detail as possible.

4. Please give me an example of when one (or some) of your students dressed out of uniform in an effort to demonstrate their belonging to a certain peer group.

Areas to probe:

-How many students were involved in this?

-What are the specifics of their uniform infraction?

-How did you know this was an effort to indicate belonging to a certain peer group?
Thank you for participating in this interview. I assure you that all of this information will be handled confidentially. I will email you when the data analysis process has completed so that you can review the transcriptions. We may have to schedule future interviews, but I will give you an advanced notice. Thanks again.
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