You’re a Distraction:
Changing Dress Code Policies Within the TDSB
Created by Project Slut founders Andrea Villanueva & Erin Dixon and educator Kate Curtis

Who we are
Project Slut is an anti-slut shaming and anti-bullying campaign designed by Andrea Villanueva and
Erin Dixon. We are former students of Central Technical High School in downtown Toronto. As a result of
our activism, we successfully reversed our school's dress code and created a space for open dialogue,
centering students’ perspectives in our graduating year of 2012.
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Purpose of this resource
We created this guide to connect educators across the board with our message. We believe that
dress code policing is more disruptive to student learning than what students chose to wear. Dress codes
perpetuate harmful stereotypes about female sexuality as well as racial and gender identities. These
policies and their implementation often cause humiliation, unneeded confrontations, and they infantilize
young people by not recognizing that students are able to distinguish differences work and school attire.

Our journey
Our journey began in 2011 when we were both in grade ten. We started the project to address how
dress codes police young women’s bodies. The dress code at our school targeted female-presenting
students, and both teachers and students used the dress code to slut-shame, victim-blame, harass, and
bully.
We witnessed teachers publicly make moralistic and humiliating statements about students’
clothing such as “You are wearing lingerie and you should be ashamed”. The teachers’ comments made us
wonder: if these same students were sexually harassed by their peers, how would they be able to approach
their teachers for support? We then began to recognize that it’s wasn’t only female-presenting students
who are affected by dress code policies, but that men of colour and gender nonconforming students we
being disproportionately targeted as well.
As survivors of sexual violence and slut-shaming, we were very passionate about these issues. We
put up posters, saved up money to print surveys for staff, and interviewed students about their
perspectives on dress codes. Nevertheless, no matter what we did, we were continuously shut down by the
administration. We were told year after year that we couldn’t mobilize in the school. Frustrated, we were
advised by our guidance counsellor to join a social justice course and make Project Slut our summative
project. This allowed us to operate under a staff supervisor and we were finally able to change our school's
dress code. Having a staff advisor helped us navigate tensions with our administration, get permission to
put up posters, speak at a staff meeting, and organize workshops for students.
Students across the Board have attempted at changing their school’s dress code, but often they
never receive support from staff members and are never able to channel their message. Staff support was
instrumental to our success and this is why we urge you to support students and challenge oppressive
dress codes. We hope you find this guide useful and inspiring.
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Breaking it down: Why are dress codes an issue?
1. Dress codes disproportionately police female presenting students, students of colour, and gender
nonconforming students.
2. Humiliation is often used as a way to enforce dress codes. This is disempowering and harmful to
the student subjected to these repeated public confrontations.
3. They infantilize young people and discredit their ability to make their own choices on how they
want to portray themselves. They also don’t take in account that students know the difference
between dressing for school versus work.
4. They ignore the reality that in the real world, students will have to occupy space with diverse
people/bodies. This fails to promote acceptance or foster respect.
5. The implementation and enforcement of dress codes promote and teach sexism, racism, slutshaming, victim-blaming, fat-shaming, and transphobia within the Toronto District School Board.
6. Dress codes often use vague language and are used by the discretion of staff members.
7. Students feel disempowered to advocate for themselves when there is a policy in place that
legitimizes the harassment they are experiencing.
8. A justification for dress codes is that they promote professionalism, which is subjective and is not
recognize the multitude of professions students may choose to pursue.
9. Schools across the TDSB have different dress codes, creating an issue of accountability across the
Board.
10. Dress codes are not in line with the numerous anti-discrimination policies created by TDSB (see
Appendix B).
11. Some marginalized young people are already hyper-surveilled in society. They may have to deal
with excessive police presence in their communities, and surveillance from landlords, neighbours,
and immigration services. Students are less likely to attend class if they feel oppressed or
unwelcome. Dress code enforcement can be experienced as another form of policing.
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Step-by-Step Guide
Step 1

Invite interested students to the conversation

Reaching out to diverse student voices brings strength and solidarity to the work you are doing!
Explicitly invite students to your meetings who are often marginalized in school and in the community, so
that they know it is a space where they will be safe to participate.
Encourage the inclusion of the student organizations that already exist within the school. Here are
examples of some groups you can reach out to:

Step 2

•

GSA/LGBTQ Club

•

Equity Club

Muslim Students’ Association, Black

•

Young Women’s Group

Students’ Association, etc.

•

Each One, Teach One

•

Faith Groups

•

•

Cultural & Ethnic Advocacy Clubs like the

Student Council, Athletic Council

Discuss and analyze the dress code at your school

Once you have organized a group of students and staff interested in addressing the dress code, bring
everyone together to have an open dialogue about the impacts of the dress code at your school.
Every school culture is different, and therefore the issues you discuss will be different. Here are some
guiding questions to start the conversation:
-

What is the language being used in the dress code? What are the underlying implications?

-

Is the dress code targeting a specific group of students? Who is it targeting?

-

Is it clear to students what they are permitted to wear and what they are not?

-

Are there statements in the dress code with which you agree/disagree? Why?

Here is what our dress code used to look like:
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Examine how the dress code is being enforced
Your school’s dress code language may not explicitly target a specific student demographic, but its
implementation may be felt more by some groups of students.
For example, in our school, the hat/bandana rule was disproportionately used against young men
of colour. At our school, as is often the case in the TDSB, young men of colour were more likely to wear
hats to school. Because the hat rule is often justified as a safety measure, the implied message is that
young men of colour are threatening.
Through conversations with our peers, we learned that staff members were reportedly calling
students “lil gangsters” and “hoodlums”. These comments are, at the very least, microaggressions. When
allowed to continue, schools nurture the dangerous idea that the racial profiling and stereotyping of some
students is acceptable.
Dress codes are often a point of conflict between students and staff. Discuss with your students if
and when they have experienced or witnessed the dress code being used to target specific students.
You can also get a sense of how a dress code will be enforced at the first staff meeting or the
principal’s welcome assembly. What was the language being used, and what is being implied through that
language? A principal at our school openly said in an assembly that girls “shouldn’t come to school dressing
like hoochie mamas.” If the principal says something oppressive, this becomes a permissible and justified
attitude that will inform staff’s behaviour.

Discuss and learn about how sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia, classism,
ableism and fatphobia operate systemically
As an educator, it’s important to sustain a safe learning environment, which means being aware of
the ways systemic discrimination can exist and oppress students within your school. Sexism, racism,
homophobia, transphobia, classism, ableism, and fatphobia operate systemically within all institutions,
including schools. If you witness students making derogatory comments, you should be proactive and
intervene. You should also intervene if staff members are being discriminatory themselves. Be an advocate
for a learning environment that fosters growth and respects all students. You have privilege and power as
an adult and as a figure of authority.
If you are unfamiliar with these concepts or need help fostering this conversation, the GenderBased Violence Prevention Office at the TDSB will visit classrooms, club meetings, or staff meetings to
help mediate conversations or host workshops on various issues.
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Step 3

Collect information on staff perspectives and feelings about the dress
code and school culture

Each school community is going to have different opinions about your school’s dress code. See Appendix A
for a staff dress code survey that we used for our campaign.
Use the information you collect when considering how you can educate staff about the importance of an
equitable dress code.

Step 4

Educate the students, staff and administration about the
issues you see in your school

An essential part of the success of Project Slut at our school was changing the school culture. By
educating staff and students about the negative and dangerous repercussions of slut-shaming, presenting
the need to change the dress code made sense to the people at our school.
While the needs of your school may differ, here are the strategies that we employed:
1. We held a staff meeting to talk with teachers and administration about the student’s perspectives
on this issue.
2. We created a video explaining the need for Project Slut at our school. (See Appendix B)
3. We reached out to press and told our own story. (See Appendix B)
4. We began a poster campaign at our school. (See Appendix C)

Step 5

Change the school dress code

Once you have school staff on board, work with your administration to change the dress code. What is
required to make this happen will differ from school to school. In our case, the administration formed a
committee to review the dress code and asked Project Slut for recommendations. After some discussions,
an agreement was reached and the policy was changed.
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Step 6

Defend and protect your new policy

Having a new policy is not enough. Ensure that all the administration and staff members
understand the new policy and there is a process in place to support students when staff enforces old
dress code policies.
This is particularly important at the beginning of the school year when new administration and
staff join the school. Your school will continue to exist within a culture that promotes racism, slutshaming, homophobia, sexism, transphobia, etc.; maintenance of the new policy is essential to effectively
change school culture over the long term.

Step 7

Action beyond your school

Here are some other avenues that could be used for changing dress codes. We have not explored
these ourselves, but they hold potential for changing policy on a board-wide or province-wide basis.
•

The Ontario Human Rights Commission

[www.ohrc.on.ca]

•

The TDSB Human Rights Office
Patricia Hayes – Human Rights Manager

[patricia.hayes@tdsb.on.ca]

•

Justice for Children and Youth

[ww.jfcy.org]

•

Contact your Trustee or Superintendent

[www.tdsb.on.ca]

Step 8

Get in touch

Please let us know the results of your efforts to end dress codes!
Get in touch with us at enddresscodes@gmail.com
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Frequently Asked Questions
Q. How do we deal with students that are showing a lot of skin?
●

A student wearing revealing clothing should be treated with respect. Your perception of that
student will differ from another person, so your discomfort may be subjective.

●

It’s your responsibility to create a culture of respect within your classroom so before you act,
consider that you may be teaching slut-shaming to your students. Admittedly, this is very sensitive
and tricky subjective matter. If you feel there needs to be an intervention, consider carefully how
you will approach the topic in a safe and caring way, or seek help from another more suitable staff
member who may be more prepared to have this conversation and/or has a closer relationship with
the student.

Q. How do we deal with clothing promoting drug use, violence or hate?
●

The TDSB has very clear policies against hate speech, violence, and discrimination. In no
circumstance should a student be permitted to wear anything promoting crime or hate. If a student
is wearing an article of clothing promoting any of the above, immediately send that student to a
vice principal or a guidance counsellor.

Q. How do we prepare students for the professional / “real” world if there are no dress codes?
●

There is a multitude of professions, and in some casual dress is appropriate while others require
formal attire. Young people have already faced numerous situations in which they have had to shift
their clothing to fit the situation. Furthermore, many TDSB students already work while they are
attending school, and are successfully navigating the differences between school attire and work
attire.

●

In terms of promoting job readiness, it’s our belief that it would be much more useful for school to
invest in training and collaborate with centres of employment. This could include networking, soft
skills training, and strategies to address discrimination in the workplace.
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Frequently Asked Questions Continued
Q. What happens to schools whose student/parent body has agreed to wear uniforms?
●

We are advocating for students whose schools’ dress codes are vague, discriminatory, and do not
represent student voices. Uniform schools within the TDSB are often created with the consultation
of the parents and largely the student community. Therefore, we are not concerned about these
schools.

Q. How do we prevent students from coming to school naked?
(Due to the unlikeliness of the situation, we don’t usually entertain this specific idea. However, for argument’s
sake...)
●

Nudity in a classroom is unhygienic and uncomfortable for everyone in that space. In cases of
exposure that are not intended to harass or intimidate others, be thoughtful and caring with the
student, and avoid language that is judgemental or shaming. Discreetly ask the student to cover
themselves and have a discussion with a guidance counsellor to follow-up with the student.

Project Slut Milestones
●

Held workshops on sexting at Central Technical School and at the Metrac Conference for Action on
Violence.

●

Founders won the OSSTF Toronto Status of Women Award in 2014.

●

Created a campaign on Charge.org to garner support from outside our school.

●

Held an art installation at Art News Stand at Chester Subway Station to promote our Change.org
campaign.

●

Created a video that circulated on Buzzfeed and was featured in articles from many news
organizations including CBC, City TV, Toronto Star, Flare Magazine, Shameless Magazine.

●

Interviewed for an article in the National Post.

●

Featured in radio interviews with Chatelaine Magazine, Desmond Cole, and Radical Radio.

●

Participated in From Selfies to Self-Care: resources for a safer digital world - a Facebook live stream
panel.

●

Interviewed by Tatiana Fraser for book Girl Positive.
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APPENDIX A | Staff Survey on Dress Codes
Please circle the answer that most applies to you:
1. How often do you enforce the dress code?
a. Daily
b. Weekly
c. Monthly
d. Never

2. When I enforce the dress code I...
a. talk to the student privately.
b. address the issue in front of the class.
c. call the office and report the infraction.
d. call home and discuss the matter with a parent or guardian.
e. Other (please explain your actions below):

3. I _______________ feel comfortable enforcing the dress code.
a. Always
b. Often
c. Sometimes
d. Never

4. Do you find the dress code to be equitable?
a. Extremely
b. Very
c. Somewhat
d. Not at all

5. When enforcing the dress code, what are some examples of what you might say to a student who has
violated the dress code?
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APPENDIX B |

Additional Online Resources

TDSB Policy Documents
Human Rights Policy
http://www2.tdsb.on.ca/ppf/uploads/files/live/53/195.pdf

Safe and Caring Schools Policy
http://www2.tdsb.on.ca/ppf/uploads/files/live/98/220.pdf

Workplace Harassment Policy
http://www2.tdsb.on.ca/ppf/uploads/files/live/95/197.pdf

News Articles
“Petition by Project Slut aims to end TDSB dress codes” - City News
http://www.citynews.ca/2015/09/10/petition-by-project-slut-aims-to-end-tdsb-dress-codes/

“Hundreds join in solidarity for Crop Top Day 2015” - NOW Magazine
https://nowtoronto.com/news/think-free-blog/crop-top-day-2015/

“TDSB school dress codes by the numbers” - NOW Magazine
https://nowtoronto.com/news/tdsb-school-dress-codes-by-the-numbers/

“Eighth-grader sent to principal’s office for her natural hair being ‘too poofy’” - Huffington Post
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/eighth-grader-sent-to-principals-office-for-her-natural-hair-being-toopoofy_us_56461ea1e4b045bf3deedcb0

“Demonstrators declare: black hair is beautiful” - Toronto Star
https://www.thestar.com/yourtoronto/education/2015/12/04/demonstrators-declare-black-hair-is-beautiful.html

“Dress code at Ontario high school to be revisited after principal’s ‘skanky’ comment” - CBC News
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/dress-code-at-ontario-high-school-to-be-revisited-after-principal-s-skankycomment-1.3075973

“Why Slut Walk Toronto is as important as ever” - BlogTO
http://www.blogto.com/city/2016/08/why_slutwalk_toronto_is_as_important_as_ever/

“The Sexism of School Dress Codes” - The Atlantic
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/10/school-dress-codes-are-problematic/410962/

“Dress Codes and Other Sorry Excuses for Policing Identity” - Huffington Post
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/marianne-mollmann/dress-codes-and-other-sorry-excuses-for-policingidentity_b_4229414.html

11

Videos
End the Dress Code by Project Slut
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Ddn_xtq1QM

FLARE Magazine Interview with Project Slut Founders
http://www.flare.com/culture/project-97-project-slut-toronto-interview/

Dress Code Sexism by Laci Green
www.youtube.com/watch?v=41J4XBjgOrw

You’re a Distraction: Dress Code Haul by Anna Russett
www.youtube.com/watch?v=xnliWDz1ui8

Sexism is the Big Problem With School Dress Codes by POPSUGAR Girls’ Guide
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nk6Oz_arEUc

Kentucky School Called Racist For Banning Dreadlocks and ‘Cornrolls’
www.newsy.com/videos/kentucky-school-changes-dress-code-over-racism-complaint

Shame: A Documentary on School Dress Code by Maggie Sunseri
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XDgAZO_5U_U
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APPENDIX C | Project Slut Posters
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