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The Schoolwear Association greatly welcomes  
the Department for Education’s guidance on 
the ‘Cost of school uniforms’, which “strongly 
encourages schools to have a uniform as it can 
play a key role in promoting the ethos of a school, 
providing a sense of belonging and identity, and 
setting an appropriate tone for education”.

Our Q&A provides practical advice to schools about how best to implement the guidance, 
answering a number of questions we have already received from schools regarding 
decision making, tendering, costs, and branded items.

In most cases, schools will already be fully compliant with the new guidance, or will only 
need to make minor changes to their policies in order to comply with it. Our overriding 
advice to school leaders is therefore not to panic, and to work with governors and their 
suppliers to see how their existing uniform policies line up with the expectations of the 
new guidance. 
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Decision making

Q.  Does my school need to change its uniform  
policy as a result of the new guidance?

A.   The guidance requires schools to review their current uniform policy to consider a range  
of factors, but with a focus on securing value for money for parents. However, the guidance 
explicitly states that “reviewing a policy does not necessarily have to result in changes 
being made”.

In most cases, schools will already be fully compliant with the new guidance, or will only 
need to make minor changes to their policies in order to comply with it.

This is because the guidance affords schools the flexibility to consider the cost and value  
for money implications of their own uniforms, without being prescriptive about caps 
on total costs or the number of branded items. Schools are also able to make their own 
decisions about the type of supplier that works for them, as sole supply arrangements 
remain permissible provided an appropriate procurement or tender process has taken  
place or is undertaken (see tendering section below).

Our overriding advice to school leaders is therefore not to panic or to make snap changes 
to their uniform policies, but instead to work with governors and their suppliers to see how 
their existing uniform policies line up with the expectations of the new guidance. 

Q.  If my school needs to change its policy, how should  
this be done and how can suppliers help with this?

A.    The guidance clarifies that where changes of either uniform items or uniform suppliers are 
agreed, schools should work with their suppliers to ensure that there is a sensible transition 
period in place. This must take into account the fact that suppliers plan 6-12 months in 
advance and hold significant stocks of existing uniform items to ensure there is access 
for parents throughout the year. Furthermore, the majority of sales occur in the weeks 
preceding the autumn term.

Q.  Who should be making decisions about  
my school’s uniform policy?

A.  Ultimate responsibility for a school’s uniform policy, and how this uniform should be 
sourced, lies with their governing board.
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Decision making – key points
•  School or trust governing boards are required to review their current uniform policies,  

but this does not necessarily mean that changes need to be made.

•  In most cases, schools should already be fully compliant with the new guidance,  
or will only need to make minor changes to their policies in order to comply with it.

•  Schools have the flexibility to consider the cost and value for money implications of  
their own uniforms, without being prescriptive about caps on total costs or the number  
of branded items.

•  School leaders should not panic or to make snap changes to their uniform policies,  
but instead should work with governors and their suppliers to see how their existing 
uniform policies line up with the expectations of the new guidance.

•  If changes do need to be made, schools should work with their suppliers to ensure that 
there is a sensible transition period in place, taking into account supply chain  
and ordering timescales.
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Conducting tenders

Q.  Are schools allowed to continue with sole supply 
arrangements?

A.  The guidance makes it clear that schools are able to maintain sole supply arrangements 
where “regular tendering competitions are run where more than one supplier can compete 
for the contract and where the best value is secured”. This contract should be re-tendered  
at least every five years.

This is important, as these arrangements can provide better value for money for families, 
ensure year-round availability of products for all pupils, and enable retailers to provide 
tailored affordability support to those who need it. 

However, the guidance also recognises that the complexity of the tendering process should 
be proportional to the overall value of the contract and can range, for example, from “seeking 
three quotes for low-value contracts to a full tendering exercise for high value ones”. 

What constitutes the difference between a low and high value contract is not definitively  
set out in the guidance, so our advice would be to follow the existing WTO tendering rules 
on public procurement that require any contract over the value of £189,000 during its 
lifetime to undergo a formal tendering process. This would only cover the school-specific 
items of a uniform.

To assist where formal uniform tendering is required, the Schoolwear Association has issued 
practical uniform tendering guidance to schools to simplify the sole supplier procurement 
process and ensure that there is robust competition at the point of selecting a uniform supplier. 

We hope that schools find this guidance helpful when reviewing their own arrangements, 
and we will also be issuing a practical guide to schools for conducting a less formal 
procurement process in the near future.
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Conducting tenders continued

Q.  Does my school need to tender its uniform contract?
A.  The guidance recommends that schools should have a contract with their uniform supplier, and 

mandates it where uniforms have branded items, so formal contracts will need to be set up if they 
are not already in place. The Schoolwear Association is happy to assist and advise schools with 
this process.

It is important to recognise that the guidance does not stipulate that schools have to undertake 
full procurement processes, nor to re-tender their existing contracts immediately. 

Schools with more than one uniform supplier will not have to undertake formal procurement 
processes as these are only required where sole supply arrangements are in place.

Governing boards must review their schools’ existing uniform policies to consider a range  
of factors, but with a focus on securing value for money for parents. 

If the governing board considers that changes need to be made to its existing policies, then the 
school should work with its suppliers to ensure that there is a sensible transition period in place. 
This should take into account the fact that suppliers plan 6-12 months in advance, hold significant 
stocks of school specific uniform all year round, and that most sales occur in the weeks preceding 
the autumn term.

Where a school needs to run a competitive process to set up a new contract to secure a supplier 
for the school-specific elements of its uniform, it will need to ensure that it has a clear plan to 
meet this requirement as soon as possible. The guidance clarifies that contracts should be in 
place no later than December 2022 to be effective for the new school year in September 2023, 
still taking into consideration any existing contractual commitments.

Our advice to schools therefore is not rush into tendering or re-tendering,  
but to work with their suppliers on next steps.

Q.  If my school needs to tender, which issues should it  
take into account?

A.  The guidance stipulates that boards must take the following considerations into account 
when tendering for a uniform contract:

•  Cost and value for money (including the quality and durability of the garment) –  
this should be the most important consideration

• Views of parents and pupils

• Timing

• Uniform specification

• Delivery

• Other issues, including sustainability and ethical supply chains
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Conducting tenders – key points
•  Schools should have a contract with their uniform supplier where branded items  

are mandated.

•  Schools are able to maintain sole supply arrangements where “regular tendering 
competitions are run where more than one supplier can compete for the contract  
and where the best value is secured”. This contract should be re-tendered at least  
every five years.

•  Schools with more than one uniform supplier will not have to undertake formal 
procurement processes as these are only required where sole supply arrangements  
are in place.

•  If changes do need to be made to a uniform policy, schools should work with their 
suppliers to ensure that there is a sensible transition period in place, taking into  
account supply chain and ordering timescales.

•  The most important consideration for schools to take into account when re-tendering  
is cost and value for money of uniforms, but this includes the quality and durability  
of the garment.

•  Tendering requirements differ depending on the size of the contract – the higher  
the value of the contract the more rigorous the tender process will need to be. 

•  Schools or trusts with larger contracts will need to undertake competitive procurement 
processes, but schools with smaller contracts will just be required to source a range of 
quotes from suppliers.

•  Schools should not rush into tendering or re-tendering, but should work with their 
suppliers on next steps.
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Costs

Q.  What is a reasonable cost for my school’s uniform?
A.  The guidance requires schools to “ensure that their uniform is affordable”. In 

considering cost, the DfE advises schools to think about the total cost of school 
uniforms, taking into account all items of uniform or clothing parents will need to 
provide while their child is at the school.

The guidance does not introduce a cap on the cost of garments, leaving it to 
schools themselves to interpret whether their uniforms are affordable, and 
whether any changes need to be brought forward to ensure this.

Across our membership, the Schoolwear Association has calculated the average 
basket cost of compulsory school uniform and sportswear items across almost 
400 English secondary schools. This total figure reduced from £101.19 per pupil 
in 2020 to £93 per pupil in 2021, with an average cost of £53 for compulsory 
uniform items and £42 for compulsory sportswear items a year. 

Similarly, we calculated that the average spend for compulsory school uniform 
and sportswear items a year for English primary schools is £19.94 a pupil. 

We hope that these average uniform costs are helpful to schools in understanding 
how their uniforms compare to industry averages, though recognising this does 
not take into account local demographics and circumstances which schools may 
also wish to consider.

Significantly, the guidance also recognises that the quality and durability of a 
garment are important considerations alongside its base cost, as we know that 
high quality uniforms are sustainable and long-lasting, producing savings for 
families over the longer term.
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Costs continued

Q.  Does my school need to demonstrate whether  
uniform costs are a barrier to access?

A.  The government wants to ensure that parents do not have to think about the cost of a 
uniform when choosing which school to apply for. 

Therefore, schools are instructed to give high priority to considerations of cost for 
parents and advise that they should be able to demonstrate how best value for money 
has been achieved when developing or making any change to their uniform policy. 

Although there is no specific advice for schools on how to demonstrate this, the 
uniform procurement process will enable schools to set this out naturally, as they are 
required either to source a range of quotes from suppliers or to undertake competitive 
procurement processes, depending on the size of the contract.

Second-hand uniform sales will also help to ensure that uniforms are as affordable as 
possible for all parents, so schools should consider that uniform items that are made of 
higher quality materials and construction will last much longer than those made of lower 
quality materials, and would therefore be more suitable for second-hand sales.

Q.  How should schools support second-hand  
uniform sales?

A.  There is a clear expectation on schools to ensure that second-hand uniform is available 
for parents to acquire, and information about this should be published on their websites.

Our members are happy to advise schools where we are suppliers on how to set up 
second-hand uniform provision. In most cases, this is something we already do and our 
Code of Practice sets out our members’ commitment to supporting children in low-
income families where sole supplier arrangements are in place, for example by providing 
hardship measures such as swap shops, second-hand uniform sales, payment plans, and 
voucher schemes.

Schools should also consider that uniform items that are made of higher quality materials will 
last much longer than those made of lower quality materials, and would therefore be more 
suitable for second-hand sales.
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Cost – key points
•  Schools must “ensure that their uniform is affordable” and take into account the total  

cost of their uniforms. 

•  Schools should be able to demonstrate how best value for money has been achieved  
when developing or making any change to their uniform policy, though there is 
recognition that quality and durability of the garment is a factor in this.

•  The guidance does not introduce a cap on the cost of garments, leaving it to schools 
themselves to interpret whether their uniforms are affordable or not.

•  The Schoolwear Association has calculated that the average cost of compulsory school 
uniform and sportswear items is £93 per pupil when they start secondary school and 
£19.94 when they start primary school.

•  The guidance recognises that the quality and durability of a garment are important 
considerations alongside its base cost.

•  Schools are required to ensure that second-hand uniform is available for parents  
to acquire, and information about this should be published on their websites. 

•  The Schoolwear Association’s members are happy to advise schools how to set up 
second-hand uniform provision, and in many cases already do this.
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Branded items

Q.  What is a reasonable number of compulsory  
branded items of uniform for my school to have?

A.   The guidance requires schools to “keep the use of branded items to a minimum” 
for both uniform and sportswear items and to “limit their use to low cost or long-
lasting items”. It advises schools to carefully consider which items should be branded, 
suggesting that requiring school logos on socks is “unnecessary” and that schools 
should “avoid being overly specific” about coats, bags, and trainers.

However, the guidance does not introduce a cap on the number of branded items, 
leaving it to schools themselves to interpret whether the number of branded items that 
they require is appropriate.

Across our membership, the Schoolwear Association has calculated the average 
number of compulsory school uniform and sportswear items across almost 400 English 
secondary schools. This figure reduced from an average of 6.1 compulsory branded 
items per pupil in 2020 to 5.6 per pupil in 2021, with an average of 3 compulsory 
sportswear items per pupil and 2.6 compulsory uniform items. 

We hope that these average number of compulsory branded items are helpful to schools 
in understanding how their uniforms compare to industry averages, though recognising 
that this does not take into account local demographics and circumstances which 
schools may also wish to consider.

As schools review the number of compulsory branded items that are required in their 
own uniform policies, we suggest that they should also consider the implications of 
changing their current policies and whether this would meet the guidance’s objectives 
of reducing costs to parents. 

For example, if schools drop an item of branded sportswear, parents may end up 
purchasing a higher cost designer sportwear item instead, or a lower cost alternative 
which does not and needs to be replaced more regularly. This would not produce 
savings for parents in the long term.
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Branded items – key points
•  Schools must “keep the use of compulsory branded items to a minimum” for both  

uniform and sportswear items and to “limit their use to low cost or long-lasting items”.

•  Schools should carefully consider which items should be branded, with the guidance 
implying that requiring school logos on socks, coats, bags, and trainers would be 
“unnecessary”.

•  With respect to sportswear, it also suggests that it would be “unnecessary” for schools  
to specify different shorts for football and hockey.

•  The guidance does not introduce a cap on the number of branded items, leaving it to 
schools themselves to interpret whether their uniforms are reasonable or not.

•  The Schoolwear Association has calculated that the average number of compulsory 
branded items is 5.6 per pupil, with an average of 3 compulsory sportswear items per 
pupil and 2.6 compulsory uniform items. 

•  We advise schools to consider that abolishing certain compulsory branded items could 
increase costs for parents, against the spirit of the guidance.

To view the Department for Education’s guidance in full please follow the link here. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cost-of-school-uniforms/cost-of-school-uniforms
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