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Views of female ITE students on dress codes: “freedom
to dress what you want” versus “unwanted attention”

Emma Groenewald and Forlum Immaculate
Sol Plaatje University, South Africa

This article explores the perspectives of two female students regarding suitable attire on a
university campus. Students' dress codes on university campuses have consistently
generated debate due to varying views influenced by societal norms, institutional policies,
morality, cultural beliefs, religious practices, and sometimes mental health considerations.
Determining appropriate or inappropriate attire is based on personal interpretation and is
shaped by the identity or social status being expressed. Our research is centred around
the question: What are the views of Initial Teacher Education (ITE) female students
regarding appropriate dress on a university campus? Data were gathered through
reflective writing exercises and semi-structured interviews with the two female students
over a period of four years. Using a narrative methodology, the study investigated the
participants' views on clothing choices. Blumer's (1969) theory of symbolic
interactionism was utilised as a theoretical framework. An inductive thematic analysis
was applied to identify recurring themes within the data. The results indicate that values
and upbringing shape notions of an acceptable dress code, that inappropriate dress may
attract unwanted sexual harassment, that views on dress codes ate subjective, and that
the expectations for student attire evolve throughout different phases of university life.

Introduction

Regulations on dress codes were originally implemented in England as compulsory
uniforms for primary and secondary school students (Cumming-Potvin, 2023). The
practice later became prominent in the Western world to ensure uniformity, safety, and
discipline and to instil moral values among other values in students, with the expectation
of improving academic achievement in schools (Friedrich & Shanks, 2023). The
implementation of school uniforms in South African schools can be traced to the
country’s links to British imperialism (White et al., 2024). School uniform policy was
maintained by the apartheid regime as a compulsory dress code for all learners in public
schools, to control and purportedly prepare learners for adulthood (Diko, 2012). School
uniforms have since become a permanent feature in public and private schools in South
Africa.

Research studies have scrutinised policies espousing compulsory dress codes in primary
and high schools in South Africa, interrogating how they perpetuate social injustice,
infringe on learners’ right to self-expression, but also function as a reproduction of the
Eurocentric system and the apartheid regime (Thurston, 2017). Thurston’s critique
challenges existing legislation on school uniforms proposed in the South African Schools
Act 8(1) as stipulated in the 2005 Government Gazette, which makes the retention of
school uniforms in all public schools mandatory (Government Gazette, 2005). This
Gazette enforces compliance by all learners. Failure to adhere attracts disciplinary action
against defaulters. According to Whitman (2020), all school policies should be
circumspectly crafted around curriculum theories, diversity, and the welfare of all learners,
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rather than functioning as mere instruments of control. This difference implies that the
way regulations and authority are presented in educational environments can affect
students' views on order and governance as they mature, possibly impacting their attitudes
toward authority, compliance, and critical analysis in wider societal situations.

The debate continues in higher education as to what dress code is appropriate for students
within the precincts of the institution. Students’ dress code on university campuses and
other institutions of higher learning has always been controversial amongst the various
constituencies comprising university stakeholders. Differing perceptions inform such
controversies on dressing that are concerned with societal expectations, institutional
expectations, morality, culture, religion, and sometimes psychological well-being (Efremov
et al., 2021; Mizel, 2023). A person’s attire conveys both overt and hidden messages that
impact the ways in which they are perceived and how they perceive others (Akpan, 2018;
Yohanna et al., 2020). To some students, what they choose to wear depends on the
weather (Yohanna et al.,, 2020); their physical body (Sefenu et al., 2021); the perception
that attire boosts confidence and affords social status (Efremov et al.,, 2021; Hester &
Hehman, 2023). To others, dressing is a form of self-expression. To some who are the
indigent, donated clothing is cost saving since the main purpose of wearing clothing is
simply to cover nakedness (Shefer et al., 2018).).

The perennial contention is what counts as appropriate/inappropriate clothing for
students within tertiary institutions. What constitutes appropriate/inapproptiate dressing
remains a moot issue. In the corporate world, for example, where physical appearance
really matters, what is considered appropriate clothing in the office may be inappropriate
when visiting a potential client. Elements of identity and social status such as gender, race,
class, cultural orientation are very apparent in how individuals dress (Efremov et al., 2021;
Ozdil, 2021; Ubelejet-Nte, 2024). Therefore, what constitutes appropriate/inappropriate
dressing is subjective and socially constructed considering the identity or social status
being represented.

Some studies have advocated for the implementation of dress codes in universities in
Nigeria (Fareo & Jackson, 2018; Ibrahim et al, 2016; Oyekola & Badmus, 2023),
advancing the need to represent the university positively by regulating students™ dress on
campus. According to Fareo and Jackson (2018: 124), inappropriate dress by students is “a
nauseating problem” that has led to sexual harassment in society. It should be noted that
the meaning attributed to a person’s dress by the viewers does not always align entirely
with that of the wearer (Hester & Hehman, 2023). Attributing sexual harassment to
dressing is not only groundless but also serves as a catalyst for rape culture and victim
blaming (Ndlovu et al., 2023). The latter study challenges the implementation of dress
codes at a polytechnic in Zimbabwe as an abuse of power by the authorities over students,
with students condemning the policy as a violation of their right to freedom of expression
(Ndlovu et al., 2023).

Studies have been carried out on students’ dress in higher education institutions, but not
many studies have acknowledged students' voices in the current debate around what is
appropriate when it comes to what one wears on campus. Our paper explores the
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perspectives of two female undergraduate student teachers on appropriate dress at a South
African university. Both students reflected on the dress codes of other students within the
institution but also reflected on their own apparel. We were guided by the following
research question:

What are the views of ITE female students regarding appropriate dress on a
university campus?

Literature review

How individuals dress reflects and conveys their identity (Mupfumira, 2017; Rybinska et
al., 2024). Clothing is closely related to the body, as it plays a role in expressing the
identity associated with it (Mupfumira, 2017). Clothing can indicate a person's gender,
social standing, and even their occupation. Therefore, there is a relationship between
body, clothing, and identity. During the 1990s, scholars began investigating whether
women’s revealing or seductive clothing affected how others perceived their
accountability in instances of sexual assault (Workman & Freeburg, 1999) and sexual
harassment (Johnson & Workman, 1994). The results suggested that provocative, skimpy,
see-through, or short items of clothing acted as indicators to assigning blame to women
for their experiences with sexual assault and harassment.

Provocative clothing is associated with lower levels of perceived agency (the ability to
think and make choices) and moral agency (the intention behind dressing) (Holland &
Haslam, 2013; Sherman et al.,, 2023), along with reduced feelings of proficiency and
competence (Ugincius, 2024). Models dressed in provocative clothing attract more
objectifying looks compared to those in conventional attire (Johnson et al., 2014). Women
subject to objectification are often viewed as less friendly, lacking intelligence, and less
worthy of ethical consideration. Gurung and Chrouser (2007) agreed that revealing
clothing impacts how women are perceived and treated. This suggests that the attire of
women is likely to play an important role in the objectification of their bodies. When their
identity (skills, character) is eclipsed by the provocative outfits women choose, the eye of
the observer perceives them primarily through a sexual lens (Cameron, 2023). This form
of objectification is dehumanising, as this view positions women as simplistic objects
devoid of emotions, perspectives, or agency (Gervais & Eagan, 2017). Clothing that
reveals more skin is intertwined with themes of gender, sexuality, power, and context
(Gurung & Chrouser, 2007). Objectification is typically manifested in two areas: media
representation and social interactions.

Clothing choices are important in overall appearance. Furthermore, the physical appeal of
women is increasingly linked to notions of sexiness (Hester & Hehman, 2023). As a result,
some women may shape their public persona through a more sexualised look (Ward et al.,
2016). At times, this sexualised look is enforced directly, such as when well-known women
have been barred from the red carpet in Cannes for not looking sexually appealing or
when receptionists were dismissed for not wearing high heels and, consequently, not
adhering to the expected dress code and cultural norms of that particular environment
(Johnston, 2016). In contrast, sexualised clothing can sometimes be deemed inappropriate.
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For example, female students have faced disciplinary actions or expulsions "... because

their skirts were judged too short or their tops and pants too tight for the school context"
(Fasoli et al., 2018; Valenti, 2015). Consequently, women must continuously consider their
appearance and adjust their clothing according to what is acceptable in various situations
(Kempen et al., 2023). The appropriateness of an outfit for specific occasions and whether
a woman should or should not wear a specific outfit remain debatable issues.
Nevertheless, inevitably, women must decide (Ford, 2021).

The university context and dress code

Institutions of higher learning serve as a connection between high school and the
professional world. Universities have distinct social roles and characteristics that support
students in their transition from adolescence to adulthood while addressing emerging
challenges (Hoekema, 2010; Groenewald, 2024). Apart from content knowledge, these
institutions are also mandated to instill societal values and prepare students for the
professional world (Case et al., 2018). Preparations for the professional world include,
amongst others, dress code expectations for their respective professions. For example, in
the absence of a formal dress code policy for student teachers in some universities in
South Africa, institutions adopt guidelines for student teachers during work integrated
learning (WIL) (Independent Institute of Education, 2021).

Conversely, dress codes have been designed to foster a heteronormative teacher identity
(Brown & Diale, 2017) and to conform to Eurocentric norms. Teachers feel obligated to
align with Western dress standards against indigenous cultural clothing (Marom, 2020).
Students attending higher institutions of learning are considered adults and therefore
expected to demonstrate a certain level of self-control and discipline (Santos & Marasigan,
2021), including how to dress within the precincts of the institution.

Dressing is one of the most visible indicators of diversity within university spaces.
Students dress differently to represent and express multiple facets of their identities
(Efremov et al., 2021). Scholars in Nigeria (Ojogbane, et al., 2020), Kenya (Abdulrahman,
2023), and Malaysia (Ibrahim et al.,, 2016) have claimed that short skirts, transparent
blouses, and sagging pants, also referred to as “Western” style, seem to be the most
popular trends of dressing amongst students on campus. According to Ojogbane et al.
(2020), such clothes are provocative and depict moral decadence in contemporary society.
Fayokun et al. (2009) as well as Mwangosi (2025) advocate for the implementation of
dress code policies for university students to uphold modesty, decency and high moral
standards which are core values of the institutions. The above assertions are over-
generalised, stereotypical and distorted. The authors ignore the diversity of cultures,
religions, and other contextual factors that inform students dressing (Mizel, 2023;
Rybinska et al., 2024). There is no empirical evidence in the studies that connects dressing
to morality and how dress codes can address moral concerns in higher institutions of
learning.

The controversy around dress codes and what constitutes approptiate/inapproptiate
clothing for university students reflects deeply rooted gender and sociocultural tensions
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surrounding issues of dress code amongst scholars. University dress code policies have
mostly targeted women and gender non-conforming students (Mobley & Johnson, 2019;
Ndlovu et al, 2023), upholding gender stereotyping while maintaining patriarchal
tendencies. Dress is a form of communication (Efremov et al., 2021; Hester & Hehman,
2023). Apart from the need to cover nakedness, dressing is a medium to communicate
one’s culture, one’s individual identity, one’s profession, to look appealing and authentic
to their audience, or to simply adhere to societal norms (Rybinska et al., 2024). Therefore,
what constitutes approptiate/inappropriate dressing is socially constructed.

Students understand the dynamics around clothing and its correlation with one’s
personality (Slabbert; 2019). Some university students in South Africa infer lecturers’
authority and competence from their attire which has to be professional (Slabbert, 2019).
The latter study recommended higher education institutions to encourage professional
attire for students although they have the freedom of self-expression (Slabbert, 2019).
Whitman (2020) explored the consequences of introducing dress codes in schools. She
suggested that the absence of a cohesive educational theory behind dress code regulations
causes dependence on community standards, which leads to uneven application and
possible infringements of students' rights. Whitman (2020) asserted that these dress codes
frequently have a disproportionate impact on specific student groups, ultimately
disrupting the educational atmosphere. Furthermore, Ndovlu et al. (2023) argued that
dress codes in Zimbabwean institutions can hinder personal expression and may alienate
specific cultural communities.

Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in the theory of symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969), based on
the following three fundamental principles.

Meaning as a social construct

Individuals behave towards various elements (such as clothes) according to the
significance these elements hold for them. These meanings are not inherent; instead, they
develop through social interactions. The choices people make in clothing are imbued with
important social significance, influenced by cultural norms, values, and shared experiences
(Blumer, 1969).

Meaning is contexctually developed through interaction

Individuals craft and adjust meanings via their communication and interactions with
others. Consequently, meanings are not static but are continuously being transformed.
The interpretations tied to clothing are fluid and adapt to ongoing social exchanges. The
societal acceptance of style can vary over time and among different social circles (Blumer,

1969).

Interpretation shapes actions
People do not simply respond to external stimuli; they actively engage in interpreting their
social environment. This interpretive process significantly impacts their behaviours and
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choices. Individuals assess their own clothing and that of others based on the meanings
they have acquired through social interactions.

This theory highlights the processes of interactions among individuals and how these
interactions shape their self-perceptions and perceptions of others (Mupfumira, 2023).
The symbolic interactionist perspective examines non-verbal communication. People
employ symbols during their interactions (Mupfumira, 2017). Humans uniquely possess
the ability to communicate using symbols, setting them apart from other species. Symbolic
interaction involves the exchange between a symbol-wearing individual and an observer,
relying on a shared understanding of meanings (Carter & Fuller, 2015; Mupfumira, 2017;
Mupfumira, 2023). Effective communication can only take place if the members of society
understand and commonly accept the meanings attached to symbols. Shared meaning
occurs when both the symbol wearer and the observer have similar interpretations of a
symbol. The meaning attributed by the wearer to an article of dress should correspond
with the interpretation that the observer has regarding its intent.

Symbolic interaction is essential for decoding meanings through non-verbal cues and
symbols (Mupfumira, 2017; Mupfumira, 2023). For shared meaning to exist, it is necessary
for everyone to recognise the symbols they present, and for others to be aware of them as
well (Mupfumira, 2023). Owing to differences in socioeconomic status, culture, ethnicity,
age, and other factors, there are occasions when the meanings we attribute differ from
those held by others. For instance, an observer may not understand the clothing symbols
presented by an individual if a child is wearing casual attire instead of a school uniform,
especially if they are unaware that it is a “civvies” day (Mupfumira, 2023).

Method

This study adopted a qualitative approach and is located within the interpretivist
paradigm. It is the outcome of robust and well-documented narratives of two participants
over a period of four years. The article is framed within a narrative inquiry design.
Symbolic interactionism as theoretical framework aligns with this approach as narratives
and interactions influence and mirror the significance that people attribute to their
experiences (Blumer, 1969).

According to Prosek and Gibson (2020), a narrative inquiry is one of four qualitative
research traditions that focuses on the experiences of individuals and how meanings are
constructed from such experiences. The narrative approach presented an in-depth
understanding of the participants™ university experiences, including their notions of
students’ dressing on campus (Stake, 2010; Ghanbar et al., 2024). This study forms part of
a longitudinal study of identity construction of eight students conducted over a period of
four years. However, two female students were purposively chosen for this article, as they
have written in detail about the dress codes of students. In qualitative research, the
emphasis is not on the breadth but instead on the depth, richness and thickness (Nassaji,
2020) of the data that is accumulated over time. Amy (pseudonym) and Dedré
(pseudonym) are two Coloured female undergraduate students at a university in the
Northern Cape province of South Africa. Whilst the term “Coloured” is considered
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derogatory in other parts of the world, in South Africa, individuals who fall outside the
black white racialised binary were historically classified as Coloureds (Holtzman, 2018).
The Coloured community form 8.4% of the total population of South Africa (Stats SA,
2025). Amy majors in English Home Language and History. Amy is a Bachelor of
Education (BEd) student. Dedré is a fourth-year Foundation Phase student. Foundation
phase students in the Faculty of Education receive specialised pedagogical training that
qualifies them to teach in grades R through 3 corresponding to the 5 to 9 year-old age
cohort.

The dataset was generated using four reflexive exercises and four semi-structured
interviews, spread over a period from year one to year four (one reflection exercise and
one interview in each year). The reflective exercises were used as a point of departure for
the interviews that followed. This gave the researchers an opportunity to probe further
during the interview sessions for clarity in instances where the responses were vague
(Cohen et al., 2017, pp. 51-67). Each interview session lasted approximately one hour. The
first year of data collection was centred around the community and family narratives of
the participants to provide background for the community narratives of the students. The
data generated during the second, third and fourth years captured the participants’ lived
experiences as university students. The data were open-coded to facilitate the
identification of various themes that emerged from the participants’ reflections and
narration of their beliefs and experiences as university students (Castleberry & Nolen,
2018).

During the extended data collection period, a relationship of trust developed between the
participants and the researchers. Establishing rapport with participants is an important
component of qualitative research to facilitate deep engagement and the collection of
reliable data (Prior, 2018). From the beginning, participants in this study were assured that
participation was voluntary and that they could refuse to answer any questions they found
sensitive at any time. The two participants signed informed consent forms, and
pseudonyms were used to protect their identities. The reliability criteria suggested by
Guba (in Maree, 2016) was adhered to to guarantee that the experiences and narratives of
the participants genuinely represent the social, cultural, and institutional settings of which
they form part. The study's reliability was established by delivering precise and detailed
descriptions of the students' narratives, providing ample context regarding the research
environment, maintaining journal notes throughout the research process, and employing
two research methodologies. Ethical clearance was obtained from the University.

Findings
Values and upbringing strongly influence perceptions of acceptable dress code

Amy

Amy’s parents have profoundly influenced how she believes she should behave and what
constitutes acceptable and respectful engagement with people. They moulded her to “be a
young sophisticated, honest, kind, caring, loving and understanding lady and that is who 1
am today”. Her learnt values from her formative years are enduring and appear to have



86 Views of female ITE students on dress codes

been acquired from members of her extended family. Case et al. (2018) highlighted that
higher institutions also have an obligation to promote societal values to students. Amy
thinks that certain girls diminish their self-respect by choosing to wear revealing outfits,
such as crop tops and form-fitting clothes, when they go out. This aligns with the view of
Gurung and Chrouser (2007) who contended that revealing clothing impacts how women
are perceived and treated.

Amy's mother told her that it is unacceptable, both morally and legally, for a man to
commit rape. However, “if you give a guy reason to rape, you should have taken
responsibility of dressing like that”. Amy thinks that wearing revealing clothing might, in
some manner, provoke men. Akpan (2018) noted that clothing is a form of non-verbal
communication which influences people’s perceptions. For Amy, dressing modestly is
essential to ensure she feels comfortable and avoids any discomfort, and to “dress in a
manner that people will respect you”. Amy believes that while men ought to respect
women, women should also behave in ways that deserve respect. For her, this principle is
mutual. Through continuous interactions, Amy has absorbed the notion that modest attire
invites a specific reaction from those around her, strengthening the belief that respect is a
shared concept shaped within social environments (Blumer, 1969).

Amy's mother taught her that by dressing appropriately and demonstrating respect, she
will “come somewhere in life”. Ibrahim et al. (2016) highlighted the importance of
socialisation as the first step in instilling values and morality in children. From an early
age, Amy was taught principles such as valuing others, expressing gratitude, never
assuming anything is guaranteed, and consistently owning up to her errors. These values
helped her to become who she is because “never in my life have I been disrespectful
because of the way I dress”. This illustrates Amy's views on clothing as a representation of
respect and personal integrity. Amy is goal driven and knows that “I am not a
disappointment to my parents as so many other youngsters”. Through her continuous
interactions, Amy absorbed values and incorporated them into her decisions, including
her style of dress (Blumer, 1969).

Dedré

Dedré grew up in a caring and loving environment. Her father was strict and very
protective, given that there were only girls in the family, but they could “wear what we
want, as long as you're not flashing your body”. Dedré could express herself in what she
wears. Her parents did not buy her the latest or priciest clothes, but she always had
enough garments to satisfy her requirements. Dedré's upbringing in a nurturing and
protective setting shaped her view of clothing as a form of self-expression within socially
accepted limits. Mupfumira (2017) emphasised the important role of clothing in the
expression of identity. Dedrés fathet's guidelines illustrate how social norms are conveyed
through communication, influencing her understanding of suitable attire. In accordance
with symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969), clothing acts as a societal marker that
reconciles individual expression with community standards. Through these experiences,
Dedré absorbed meanings that impact her self-image and her perspective on fashion.
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Inappropriate dress may attract unwanted sexual harassment

Amy

Amy believes that when you wear revealing clothing, you are going to “attract unwanted
attention and obviously it's going to lead to harassment sometimes even rape”. Although
no one asks for sexual harassment, Amy feels that the “clothing that you wear and the way
you carry yourself basically attract unwanted attention.” This is in alignment with scholars
from the 1990s (Johnson & Workman, 1994; Workman & Johnson, 1991) who indicated
that provocative clothing acted as indicators to assign blame to women for their
experiences with sexual assault and harassment.

Perspectives on dress code are subjective

Amy

Amy claims that even though female students are youthful and have appealing bodies,
they should not “wear a crop top or a short dress” but ought to wear clothing that is
suitable and respectful. Amy noticed that even plus-size female students wear crop tops or
short shorts. Even though the dress does not fit, the student is “squeezing into it - it"s too
short, is too revealing, it's inappropriate”. Female students need to be aware of the fact
that “I am going to attract unwanted attention” with provocative clothing. This illustrates
a socially constructed interpretation of modesty and decency, influenced by cultural and
institutional dynamics. Amy's opinions indicate that societal norms shape individual views
on what constitutes “appropriate and respectful” attire. These norms are not permanent
but are established and reinforced through interactions with others (Blumer, 1969).

Amy does not follow fashion trends, nor does she choose her clothing to appear
fashionable or attract attention. Instead, she prioritises comfort in her attire and refuses to
wear something merely for the sake of being noticed. She finds it unusual that female
students feel comfortable wearing highly revealing clothing. Amy believes revealing
clothing will send a “frenzy to other people that she gets noticed and get classified as the
girl who wear revealing things”. Her belief that revealing clothing influences how others
perceive and classify individuals demonstrates how attire functions as a social symbol that
conveys messages about identity and status (Blumer, 1969). Amy wants to be comfortable,
stylish but also conservative because she does not “want to send the wrong message out
to people”. Her clothing communicates the message of dressing comfortably but in a
respectful manner, showing respect for others and for herself. Rybinska et al. (2024)
emphasised the importance of dressing in communicating culture and identity.

Amy noticed that students often congregate at a nearby park on Friday afternoons. While
driving by, she observed that some of the female students were dressed in short dresses
and tops, while some male individuals seem to be engaging in inappropriate behaviour.
Amy believes that wearing revealing clothing might play a role in incidents of sexual
harassment or even sexual assault. This viewpoint reflects wider concerns regarding the
relationship between clothing choices, behaviour, and the social dynamics linked to
gender. Amy's insights regarding students' fashion choices and actions highlight the
socially constructed significance associated with clothing and gender relations. Attire
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serves as a symbolic indicator that impacts perceptions and interactions. Amy’s views on
provocative clothing as possibly leading to unsuitable behaviour demonstrate how societal
standards inform views on dress and its anticipated repercussions (Blumer, 1969).

Dedré

Dedré notes that many students prefer to wear relaxed and comfortable clothing, such as
jeans, t-shirts, hoodies, and sneakers. This style is especially suitable for her, particularly
considering the demands of a lengthy day on campus. These clothing selections reflect
broader cultural movements that emphasise convenience and simplicity, particulatly in
academic environments where the emphasis is on productivity and efficient use of time.
The choice of casual clothing may stem from a desire to foster a relaxed atmosphere,
which can promote comfort and alleviate the stress linked to more formal outfits.

Dedré’s observation that numerous students favour casual clothing emphasises how
clothing acts as a social indicator, reflecting notions related to comfort, practicality, and
identity (Blumer, 1969). Choices in attire go beyond individual taste; they are influenced
by common perceptions of student life that prioritize efficiency and simplicity. Dedré
indicated that students combine athletic wear with leisure wear and that “leggings, joggers,
and sportswear brands are often seen around campus”. Some students enjoy keeping up
with the latest fashion trends, “wearing stylish outfits that might include statement pieces,
accessories, and fashionable footwear”. This is the look for Dedré when she wants to
dress up and be stylish for the day. For Dedré “university is a time for self-expression, and
many students use their clothing to reflect their cultural background, personal beliefs, or
artistic tastes”. This is in accordance with Efremov et al. (2021) who believed that tertiary
institutions should offer students a platform to express multiple facets of their identity
through dressing styles.

Dedré has a clear viewpoint on how personal clothing relates to incidents of sexual
harassment. She argues how a person dresses is “not an excuse for sexual harassment.”
She believes that an individual’s clothing choices should never be used as an excuse for
harassment, undetlining that such actions highlight the perpetrator's failure to show
respect, not the victim's wardrobe. Dedré challenges the societal norm that associates a
person's clothing choices with justifications for inappropriate conduct. She dismisses this
narrative, highlighting the importance of respect and individual accountability.

Dedré champions the notion that people, especially women, should be able to express
their fashion sense and display their bodies confidently, including in plus-size fashion,
without the concern of facing criticism or harassment. In academic environments, her
preferred clothing focuses on comfort. Her inclination toward comfortable and functional
clothing in academic environments illustrates how attire can act as both a form of
personal expression and a practical response to various social situations (Blumer, 1969).
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Higher education influences professional expectations and dress code
awareness

Amy

Amy has noticed a clear change in how students select their clothing as they advance
through their education. In particular, she observes that some third-year students have
shown signs of maturity, beginning to dress more suitably and in line with the professional
standards of their respective fields. Conversely, first-year students often opt for more
revealing outfits, such as short dresses, crop tops, and form-fitting clothes, which seem
more aligned with social events rather than academic or professional environments. Amy's
observation implies that the Education program plays a crucial role in shaping students'
understanding of the significance of following dress code regulations. This is accordance
with Hoekema (2010) who highlighted the social role of universities in supporting
students in their transition from adolescence to adulthood.

As students near their final year, they seem to develop a greater awareness of the
professional standards expected in the teaching field, leading to more suitable and
respectful clothing choices. This transition demonstrates how meanings attached to
clothing are socially constructed and evolve through experience, reinforcing the role of
socialisation in shaping identity and self-presentation (Blumer, 1969).

Amy's demonstrates a considerate and professional perspective regarding her practical
teaching lessons in schools. By opting for modest and comfortable clothing, she intends
to foster a respectful atmosphere while considering how her appearance could be viewed,
especially by younger learners. This indicates a degree of self-awareness and
comprehension of the dynamics present in schools, where upholding boundaries and
professionalism is vital. A revealing outfit or clothing which is too tight and revealing will
lead to an unpleasant reaction because “boys will be boys” and will try to impress their
friends. She modifies her dress choices when interacting with Grade 8 and 9 students,
considering how young boys might perceive her clothing. Amy is suppressing her clothing
choices to accommodate potential harassment and to counter schoolboy objectification of
the female body. This demonstrates ro/e-taking, a key concept in symbolic interactionism,
where individuals adjust their behaviour based on how they believe others will interpret it
(Blumer, 1969).

Dedré

Dedré’s observed a typical change in how students approach their clothing as they move
through different phases of university life. According to Dedré, first-year students are
eager to make a positive impression and often opt for more formal or stylish attire,
reflecting their longing to establish themselves in their new surroundings. In contrast,
senior students, who have grown more familiar with the university routine, usually value
comfort and practicality, selecting casual and relaxed outfits that better accommodate their
daily activities. Choices in clothing can reflect the shifting priorities and comfort levels
that develop with time in the university context. Dedre believes that senior students tend
to have a better “sense of their personal style” and that they are “more confident in
expressing it.” According to Dedré, senior students are often more willing to try unique or
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daring fashion styles compared to first years, who are adjusting and shaping their personal
identities. Furthermore, seniors preparing to enter the job market may choose more
professional outfits for presentations, networking opportunities, and school visits -
experiences that first-year students are less likely to face.

As seniors spend more time on campus, they gain a better appreciation of the university
culture and environment, which can affect their clothing selections. They may lean toward
attire that is both functional and fashionable within their particular college setting.
Additionally, while first-year students frequently invest more money in new clothing for
university, senior students generally adopt a more economical mindset, focusing on
practicality and durability instead of regularly refreshing their wardrobe. In this light,
Dedré's style choices have changed considerably since her first year. She is sure of who “I
am and what I like, what works for me and my career”. When she buys something, she
will ask herself “Will I be able to wear this to teaching practice as well?” In the past Dedre
used to buy weekend clothes and stylish clothes. Dedté's confidence illustrates the
development of her self-identity through both social interactions and introspection. Her
deliberation on whether an item is suitable for her teaching practice demonstrates her
ability to navigate through various social identities (e.g., student, teacher, professional) and
the associated expectations. This conduct underscores how symbols, such as clothing,
acquire different significances based on the social setting. The attire she selects is not
merely a matter of individual taste but is also connected to the social roles she embodies
and how others perceive her within those roles (Blumer, 1969).

Dedré strongly advocates against universities enforcing a dress code for students, mainly
because of the diverse student population. She believes that students hail from a multitude
of cultural, social, and personal backgrounds, each bringing with them their own distinct
style and means of self-expression. She argues that enforcing a dress code would restrain
individuality and not recognise the different identities and preferences of the students
because the “freedom to dress what you want is one of the ways for us to express
ourselves”. Dedré believes that it would be difficult to accommodate all students within a
dress code. For Dedre, the rule should be “as long as students are not naked, they should
be free to dress how they want”. Dress code regulations in universities focus
predominantly on women and gender non-conforming individuals, reinforcing gender
stereotypes and perpetuating patriarchal norms (Mobley & Johnson, 2019; Ndlovu et al.,
2023). A dress code which focuses mainly on the inappropriate dressing of females
highlights that the issue at hand is sexism.

A formal blazer with a shirt and sneakers is Dedré’s “go to outfit at teaching practice - it
is still presentable and just shows that a person can up style or down style a formal outfit”.
Dedré’s view aligns with symbolic interactionism as it highlights the social meanings
attached to clothing and how these meanings influence interactions (Blumer, 1969).
Dedré’s view on the practice teaching dress code demonstrates her dedication to
professionalism, while also appreciating the importance of comfort and practicality.
Similarly, her frustration with the prohibition of sneakers during practice teaching reflects
the tension between institutional expectations and personal interpretations of what
constitutes professional attire.
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Discussion

Amy and Dedré’s narratives are unique and individual and give a feeling of purpose and
continuity regarding their perspectives on dressing on campus. Firstly, values and
upbringing influence perceptions of acceptable dress code on campus. Amy embodies the
characteristics of an exemplary student by consistently wearing attire that is considered
suitable. Her upbringing significantly influenced this behaviour, as her parents impressed
upon her the importance of presenting herself with respect and dignity. A pivotal aspect
of Amy's dedication to appropriate clothing stems from her wish to meet her parents'
expectations and avoid letting them down. Amy's narratives demonstrate how clothing
can symbolise respect and integrity. In contrast, Dedré was brought up in a caring and
supportive environment where, despite her father's strictness, she was allowed the
freedom to make choices for herself. This disparity in upbringing underscores the impact
of socialisation on shaping individuals' views about appropriate dress and conduct.
Socialisation, both within the family and wider societal institutions, contributes
significantly to the reinforcement of gender norms and values. Higher education
institutions, along with other societal entities such as schools and religious organisations,
play a role in the internalisation and continuation of these norms, influencing individuals'
perceptions of acceptable behaviour and presentation (Harro, 2000).

Secondly, perspectives on dress code are subjective. Amy believes that wearing revealing
or inappropriate clothing might invite undesired attention. Consequently, she opts for
attire that is both comfortable and modest, ensuring it conveys respectability. Her views
on clothing have been influenced by the teachings of her mother, particularly the
connection made between revealing attire and the increased risk of sexual harassment.
These lessons have instilled a sense of caution in Amy, shaping her clothing choices and
fostering a lingering fear about her personal safety. On the other hand, Dedré sees fashion
as a form of self-expression and believes that an individual's style should embody their
personal beliefs. She boldly embraces plus-size fashion to communicate her identity
(Hester & Hehman, 2023). For Dedré, dressing fashionably not only functions as a form
of self-expression but also acts as a tool for enhancing her confidence (Efremov et al.,
2021). Unlike Dedré, Amy does not showcase the same level of positive social identity
through her fashion choices. The messages from her mother, which associate
inappropriate clothing with the threat of harassment, have caused her to feel reluctant to
express her identity fully through her attire. Higher education institutions mirror wider
societal norms, encapsulating a rich array of social identities. Clothing acts as a significant
medium through which individuals convey elements of their identities, strengthening their
sense of self and community (Efremov et al., 2021).

Thirdly, dress code changes throughout the university life of a student. Amy has noticed
that senior students in Hducation tend to dress more suitably as they near their
professional paths, while first years often opt for attire that might be seen as less suitable.
Amy pays special attention to her attire when attending schools for her teaching practice,
making sure her clothing does not provoke unintended reactions, especially from younger
male students. In a similar vein, Dedré has observed that first-year students often focus on
impressing others with trendy and new clothing, whereas seniors generally prefer comfort
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and functionality. Dedré embraces her own unique fashion style, wearing plus-size
clothing with confidence. Beyond merely covering the body, clothing fulfils numerous
roles, such as expressing cultural identity, showcasing personal uniqueness, representing
one’s profession, enhancing physical appearance, and conforming to social norms
(Rybinska et al., 2024). Dedré argues that students should have the freedom to express
their identities through their fashion choices and contends that enforcing a uniform dress
code on a university campus would not adequately reflect the diverse backgrounds and
identities represented within the student body.

Conclusion

Our article explored the perceptions of two female student teachers on dressing at a
university campus. We highlighted the following findings: values and upbringing influence
perceptions of acceptable dress code; perspectives on dress code are subjective, and dress
code for students changes through the different stages of university life. The two students
displayed different views on what counts as appropriate and inappropriate. Differences in
socialisation, social identity status and cultural background influence the perspectives of
students on dressing. Dressing is a form of non-verbal communication, self-expression
and a reflection of an individual's identity, culture and profession. A dress code may
ensure discipline and uniformity but at the same time hamper self-expression, an
important attribute in the construction of identities.

University contexts should be spaces where students can freely construct their identities
before moving into the professional world. At the same time, higher learning institutions
should mould the young generation to become ethical and critical citizens in the social
world. A final-year unit on professional preparation could extend beyond dress code to
cultivate higher-order skills essential for ethical citizenship. This would include the ability
to advocate persuasively for multiculturalism, critically examine biases related to
appearance and ethnicity, thereby preparing students to engage thoughtfully and ethically
in diverse professional and social contexts.
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