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Joscha Finger:

Should High School Students Wear Uniform?

 The  question  whether  students  of  state-run high  schools  should  wear  uniform has  often  been 
discussed, but rarely concluded. Here, we shall briefly go through the arguments for and against 
what some hail1 as a measure to promote unity and others condemn as a repression of the freedom 
of expression.
 
 Clothes are more than just a way to keep oneself warm and dry, more than just a way to cover one's 
body. They express a multitude of social distinctions, as well as ideology and religion -just think of 
the Muslim head kerchief or the punk's ripped T-shirt. Rappers dress different from fans of heavy 
metal, and small groups of friends of any description often share tastes in clothes. 
 Also, clothes can be a status marker -wearing expensive brand-name clothes expresses wealth,2 or 
is intended to. In a society where wealth is important -and it is in ours- this factor is not to be 
ignored. This way, clothes display class membership or its likeness. 
 
 Both class and membership in different kinds of group are important to our sense of identity, as are 
personal tastes. Not everybody likes green, and not everyone looks good in white. People also tend 
to dress in accordance to their figure, to name but one more example. They try to either highlight or 
play down different parts of their bodies, from the hair down.

 Much of the dispute is simply the question of what is more important: Reducing social divisions 
such as those by class, or  enabling young people to express their  identities at  the public place 
where, all things said and done, they spend most of their time? Supporters of the uniform argue that 
discrimination by class is less likely if all students are dressed the same, and that, at the same time, 
a feeling of membership of the school as a big social group is strengthened. Opponents counter that 
class will always be present, and that it has different markers that, if a uniform is worn, will take the 
place of clothes. “What about mannerisms of speech, for instance?”, they may ask. Also, students 
know each other, and a uniform cannot quite hide where a young person comes from. So why try?
 The supporters' answer to this question is symbolism: The intention is what counts, and the school 
as a public body expresses disagreement with class divisions. Sometimes, symbolic policies may 
have very real consequences.

 But is that symbolic policy useful, efficient and effective enough to justify making it so much more 
difficult for young people to express themselves through the clothes they wear? And is division 
along the lines of class a bad enough problem to answer it by a policy that is bound to be3 very 
unpopular with many students?
 
 On the one hand, discrimination of students from low-income families does occur, and certain 
brand  names  have  almost  acquired  the  status  of  fetish  articles.  These  phenomena  have  to  be 
addressed as the problems they are. The worth of a person is not determined by their parents' bank 
balance, and neither by the labels on their clothes. Steps have to be taken to drive this message 
home, and a uniform may well remove at least the problem of brand fetishism. 

1 HAIL (v), aquí: elogiar.
2 WEALTH: riqueza, abundancia.
3 IS BOUND TO BE: seguramente será.
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 On the other hand, a person who wants to display markers of status derived from family income 
will  find  a  way.  Mobile  phones,  motor  scooters,  expensive  hobbies  and  the  associated  club 
memberships, along with things like never being out of pocket money, are examples. Mentioning 
entertainment electronics waiting at home, talking about skiing or yachting holidays... the list could 
be continued virtually without end. It appears to be quite likely that a uniform would fail to achieve 
its objective. 

 And what about freedom of expression? Freedom of speech is at the core of democracy. If high 
school is supposed to educate young people for democracy, then how can it curtail4 freedom of 
expression and force uniformity among its students? Adolescence is a period of our lives whose 
very essence is experimenting and constructing an adult identity. Inconsequential5 though it may 
seem to some, expressing oneself through one's way of dressing is part of this. And that includes 
clothes for school. 

 To conclude, we might stress once more that while the basic idea behind a school uniform, the 
abolition of status markers in school, is good, the effectiveness of this measure must be considered 
dubious.6 At the same time, any uniform will infringe on the freedom of expression of those forced 
to wear it. As that freedom is so very important for democracy, and the beneficial effects of the 
uniform must be expected to be slight at best, this leads me to reject the proposal.
 
 

 This text is an example of dialogical arguing -the two sides are presented in a way that 
each argument is followed by a counter-argument instead of first presenting one side, then 
the other, in separate paragraphs. The method more closely resembles a dialogue and, if 
used well, can be more entertaining and interesting than the classical method. However, it 
may  lead  to  unbalanced  arguing  and  confusion  if  used  badly.  Thus,  it  is  especially 
important to know how and what to write if you want to use the dialogical method. 

4 CURTAIL: acortar.
5 INCONSEQUENTIAL: poco importante.
6 DUBIOUS: dudoso.


