
The History, Implementation, and Controversy
of Zero Tolerance Policies in American
Schools
Zero tolerance policies are a set of school discipline policies that mandate
harsh and automatic punishments for even minor infractions. These
policies were first implemented in the United States in the 1990s, in
response to a perceived increase in school violence. However, zero
tolerance policies have been criticized for their harsh and often unfair
consequences, particularly for students of color and students with
disabilities.

The first zero tolerance policy was implemented in the United States in
1994, in the wake of several high-profile school shootings. The policy,
known as the Gun-Free Schools Act, mandated that any student who
brought a gun to school would be expelled for at least one year.

In the years that followed, many other schools adopted zero tolerance
policies, not only for weapons offenses, but also for a wide range of other
behaviors, such as fighting, drug possession, and even talking back to a
teacher. By the early 2000s, zero tolerance policies were in place in over
90% of American schools.
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Zero tolerance policies are typically implemented through a school's code
of conduct. The code of conduct outlines the specific behaviors that are
prohibited, and the consequences for violating those rules.

Zero tolerance policies typically mandate harsh punishments for even
minor infractions. For example, a student who brings a toy gun to school
may be expelled, even if they did not intend to harm anyone. A student who
talks back to a teacher may be suspended, even if they were simply
expressing their opinion.

Zero tolerance policies have been shown to have a number of negative
consequences, particularly for students of color and students with
disabilities.

Students of color are disproportionately impacted by zero
tolerance policies. Black students are three times more likely to be
suspended or expelled than white students, even though they commit
the same or fewer offenses. This disparity is likely due to the fact that
Black students are more likely to be perceived as threatening by
school staff.
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Students with disabilities are also disproportionately impacted by
zero tolerance policies. Students with disabilities are more likely to
be suspended or expelled for behaviors that are related to their
disabilities. For example, a student with ADHD may be suspended for
fidgeting or talking out of turn.

Zero tolerance policies can lead to the school-to-prison pipeline.
The school-to-prison pipeline is a term used to describe the trend of
students being pushed out of school and into the juvenile justice
system. Zero tolerance policies contribute to the school-to-prison
pipeline by suspending and expelling students for minor offenses.

Zero tolerance policies have been the subject of much controversy. Critics
argue that these policies are too harsh and that they unfairly target
students of color and students with disabilities. Critics also argue that zero
tolerance policies do not actually make schools safer.

Supporters of zero tolerance policies argue that these policies are
necessary to deter crime and violence in schools. They also argue that
zero tolerance policies are fair and that they apply to all students equally.

Zero tolerance policies are a controversial set of school discipline policies
that have been shown to have a number of negative consequences,
particularly for students of color and students with disabilities. There is no
evidence that zero tolerance policies actually make schools safer. In fact,
these policies may actually contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline.

It is time for schools to rethink their approach to discipline. Instead of
relying on harsh and automatic punishments, schools should focus on
restorative practices that aim to resolve conflicts and repair relationships.
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