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My son's public elementary school is considering school uniforms.  What's my reaction?  I'm vehemently opposed.  Not simply opposed--vehemently opposed.  But, why vehemently?


It can't be merely because I'm skeptical of government propaganda supporting uniforms.  It can't be because I am wary of "information" provided by companies that have a profit motive.  It can't be because there is no scientific evidence to support the fantastic array of promises made on behalf of uniforms.  It isn't even because there are more effective educational reforms that are not even being considered. 


Nor can my vehement opposition be explained by what the scientific evidence does show.  For example, that test scores drop after the adoption of uniforms and that initial reductions in absenteeism and disciplinary problems disappear in subsequent years.  Nor is it because we have no idea whether this oppression will, in the long-term, produce significant anti-social behavior.


On reflection, I think the vehemence of my opposition is best explained by my sense of liberty and my coming to see that uniforms interfere with my rights and responsibilities as a parent.  Every parent knows how quickly children grow up and how short a time we have to shape the character, values, and social identity of our children.  The pre-teen years are the primary time that parents have to influence their children.  This is what makes the idea of uniforms at an elementary school especially outrageous.

Let's suppose your family really enjoys the time they spend together at NASCAR races.  Like fishing or basketball, NASCAR can become a special feature of your family's life.  It is natural and desirable for your child to want to share or exhibit this special affinity with their peers.  This provides an opportunity for pride and social validation of their sense of self.  Parents have the right to convey to their children the general style of life that they feel is appropriate.  NASCAR fans will naturally want to create, sustain, and reinforce a general style of living that fits with that scene.  Others will prefer an agricultural style of life.  Still others might prefer a professional or business focal point for their family's style of living.

My father always said that he fought in World War II defending, as he put it, "Our way of life."  I know that he probably meant 'democracy', but he also meant 'freedom'--just the sort of freedom that is at stake here.  We should be free to shape the character of our families.  Moreover--and this is the important point--this liberty interest does not end at the schoolhouse gate. 


I am not denying that the state is sometimes justified in limiting parental control.  They can require vaccinations because that is a genuine safety concern.  They can stop any behavior that impairs the educational mission of the school.  But the goal of "enhancing school climate" cannot possibly justify interfering with fundamental parental responsibilities.  This is especially true when everything they are entitled to want can be achieved by other--less drastic and objectionable--means. 

The diversity in our schools provides us an educational opportunity that we should celebrate and utilize.  Public schools should be in the business of developing creative and independent thinkers.  Even as far back as 1923 the Supreme Court repudiated the principle that "a State might so conduct its schools as to foster a homogeneous people."  We should resist this effort by the state to impose uniformity upon our children.  If you ever have the opportunity, I urge you to vote against school uniforms in public elementary schools.  Some things are more important than small improvements in educational efficiency.

