
If not ZERO TOLERANCE, what?
by Brian C. Bailey M.D.

 Zero Tolerance (of youth violence) was 
never embraced by Canadian schools as 
enthusiastically it was in the United 
States. While the term zero tolerance itself  
predates President Clinton’s 1994 Gun-Free 
Schools Act, this legislation was the first 
stab at an anti-youth-violence law with 
teeth. Students who brought firearms to 
school received one year suspensions. 

Soon after the law’s introduction, in the wake of the Columbine High 
School  shootings, the zero tolerance approach - which levies school 
suspensions in a get-tough way -  was broadened by certain states and 
school districts to include other reasons for suspension: violence, 
threats of violence, drug and alcohol use, and even smoking. 

Canada was ripe to follow suit. Even before Columbine (1993) Canadians 
believed that school-based violence was the single most important issue 
facing public education1. Gabor (1995) in his report to the Solicitor 
General of Canada recommended that students “be made more 
accountable for their actions “through swift and certain action.” Gabor 
furthermore suggested that “students who engage in violence and anti-
social behaviours do so of their own volition and choice, and not because 
of some personal conflict stemming from academic exclusion, social 
isolation, or other form of socially constructed discriminatory practice 
within the public school setting.2 ” 

In other words, Gabor was saying and other Canadian policy-setters 
were accepting that youth “know better” than to engage in certain 
behaviours- and choose to act against what they know - at their own risk 
and peril. If such presuppositions are true -  punishing defiant youth is 
justifiable. And since zero tolerance suspension often leads to dropping 
out from school, this is severe punishment.

Five years after it introduction, zero tolerance  was being attacked from 
all sides as plain wrong thinking. While Ontario education minister 
Janet Ecker was promoting zero tolerance in her Safe Schools Act in 
2001-2, critics considered it  conventional wisdom run amok.  By 2005 
Canadian institutions, like the Vanier Institute for The Family whose 
mandate is to take up the cause of youth, were trying to steer the ship of 
state in a different direction, and by 2004 politicians like Toronto mayor 
David Miller were calling zero tolerance “shortsighted.”

Question #1 is how we could have gone so wrong?

The backdrop against which zero tolerance has come to the fore in 
Canada is a traditional reliance on teachers’ ability to implement 
disciplinary practices that are consistent with traditional Canadian 
values such as peace, order, and respect for diversity. Zero tolerance 
brushes aside any assumption that an intervention be based on the 
intervener's application of common sense or mitigating conditions - 
assuming instead that the moral majority determines and enforces 
which types of behaviours are inherently good, and which are not. 
1 Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy, 
Issue #17, November 30, 2000.
2 ibid                                                                          Article on the right from the National Post



In much the same way that the Clinton administration’s zero tolerance for weapons in school became a 
much larger grab bag of things that school administrations opposed after the Columbine shootings, the 
rising epidemic of bullying of recent years places new pressure on schools to get tough on a vast array of 
disruptive youth behaviours.
 

Fear of being overwhelmed by galloping increases in bullying, resulted 
in zero tolerance in many 
situations in which common 
sense would have dictated 
more moderate responses. 
Many suspended students do 
not return to school - and 
may become even bigger 
problems on the street. But 
the anti-bullying backlash 
was, itself, out of control by 
2001.   An 8 yr. old Canadian 
boy was suspended from 
school for pointing a “chicken  
finger” at an other student 
and saying “Bang!”  

While the Canadian public 
may still have an appetite for 
applying punitive measures to disruptive and disobedient youth (as 
evidenced by support for the Conservative party’s get-tough-on-crime 
platform plank,) most observers (11 out of 12 on an internet survey3 ) agree 
that “while there are doubtless situations in which removing a child from 
school is necessary for that child or others’ safety, at present we have 
no evidence that punishment and exclusion can in and of 
themselves solve problems of school violence or teach students 
alternatives to violence4 .” 

As the pendulum swung toward zero tolerance of violence among school-
age youth, observers began to see  that this policy has simply shifted the 
blame to youth themselves, assumed that they have the wherewithal 
both to shoulder the responsibility and to respond accordingly - when 
just the opposite has been revealed to be the case. Those with the fewest 
tools to address the matter - often those who  are poor, those who emerge 
from minority cultures in the society and those with disabilities - the 
very youth who need most to stay in school are discriminated against in 
the process - being the most likely to be effected by such policies.

About 5 years after zero tolerance began to gain traction, research began 
to appear that suggested that only about one third of young people had 
the resilience to overcome the many risk factors for violent behaviour, 
and that the remaining two thirds needed first to learn resilience if  they 
were to make the choices the zero tolerance policy expected them to make. 

3 1.)The failure of zero tolerance http://www.salon.com/mwt/feature/2001/08/29/zero_tolerance/ 
2.) The Dark Side of Zero Tolerance: Can Punishment Lead to Safe Schools? http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kski9901.htm
3.) Zero Tolerance Policy  REPORT  (American Bar Assn.)  www.abanet.org/crimjust/juvjus/zerotolreport.html
4.) Zero Tolerance For Non-Compliance http://www.crossroad.to/text/articles/zerotol.html 
5.) Zero Tolerance http://www2.potsdam.edu/hansondj/ZeroTolerance.html
6.) Zero-tolerance policies lack flexibility http://www.usatoday.com/educate/ednews3.htm By Dennis Cauchon, USA TODAY
7.) Zero Tolerance for Zero Tolerance   http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kcur9910.htm
8.) BULLYING AND ZERO TOLERANCE IN STATE SCHOOLS by Harry Valentine http://www.quebecoislibre.org/020427-10.htm
8.) Zero tolerance equals zero intelligence.  http://www.zerointelligence.net/archives/cat_world_-_canada.php 
10.) Zero Tolerance (Ontario Human Rights Commission)  www.ohrc.on.ca/english/consultations/safe-schools_6.shtml
11.) Tom Brodbeck Wed, January 4, 2006 
www.winnipegsun.com/News/Columnists/Brodbeck_Tom/2006/01/03/1377714.html By Russ Skiba and Reece Peterson
4 What Is Zero Tolerance? Zero Tolerance Overview "Elementary and Secondary Act" 1965 Indiana Education Policy Center



Zero tolerance - which still has its advocates, has cast a broad net, by its very definition treating both 
minor and major incidents with equal severity in order to “send a message” to potential violators. Pedro 
Noguera, writing in the Harvard Educational Review5  argues “ the primary function of harsh punishment 
is not to change the behaviour of the recipient, but to reassert the power of authority. Seemingly random 
violence poses a profound threat to schools and to the authority of those who administer the schools. In the 
face of an apparent inability to influence the course of violence in schools, harsh measures 
are intended to send a message that the administration is still in charge. Whether the message 
is effectively received or actually changes student behaviour may be less important than the reassurance  
sending it provides administrators, teachers and parents.”

 We cannot afford the luxury of empty reassurance of officials or even of pleasing a worried but poorly-
informed electorate - if such paper-tiger efforts waste scarce funds in vain reassurance while depriving 
our youth of a real chance to learn resilience in the face of a multitude of factors which cause violent 
behaviour in the first place.  If we rely solely, or even primarily on zero tolerance strategies to preserve 
the safety of our schools, we are accepting a model of schooling that implicitly teaches students that 
preservation of order demands the suspension of individual rights and liberties. But, if not zero 
tolerance, what can we do? The Vanier Institute has vigorously suggested fostering emotional literacy6 .

Question #2 is, are there, as the Vanier Institute suggests, credible alternatives to zero tolerance?

Here’s one such alternative! The Young Canadian Leadership Challenge7  
emotional and social competency initiative features a broad range of 
effective discovery learning methods which emphasize positive prosocial 
behaviours rather than merely punishing inappropriate behaviours.

While we are in the process of finding - or, more correctly, creating 
opportunities for our youth to discover alternative values and behaviours 
themselves - we don’t allow anarchy to seize the day. If zero tolerance is not 
the answer, neither is the answer to tolerate any and all form of behaviour 
which youth might serve up. 

There must be rules and there must be enforcement. But at a Young 
Canadian Leadership Challenge rules are kept simple - and 
enforcement always provides a way, if they choose it, to get back in the 
game - if they become sidelined for infractions. As well, the rules must 
both be fair to all and they must seem to be fair. They must exist at a level 
that youth can understand, and they must evoke buy-in. With a few 
exceptions - they do!  The rules which are put in play act as boundaries and 

once the boundaries are in play - like 
rules of a game - the youth can 
devote themselves to the task of 
examining how to get along with 
each other in a non-violent way. 

When they struggle particularly 
hard and come up with a new way 
derived from basic emotions and 
principles which they articulate 
themselves, our youth are awarded 
beads. A small token - but it works!

The beads, while awarded by adults, 
are not given away willy-nilly. 
Because they have no value in and of 
themselves - the motivation to earn a 
bead is intrinsic - which we  decidedly 
prefer.  One must really rise to the 
occasion to get a bead - and the youth 
quickly develop an appetite for them. 

5 The Dark Side of Zero Tolerance: http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kski9901.htm
6 Heart Smarts; http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/heart.html
7 YCLC CAnada Inc.:  www.leadersoftomorrowinstitute.com



Question #3 is - since this is anything but zero tolerance, can it achieve 
the results which zero tolerance advocates hoped would work, but didn’t?

To get the whole answer, let us return to the matter of values - Canadian 
society’s traditional base for the administration of both justice and the 
provision of a ground-of-being for our youth - from which we expect  
nonviolence to spring forth - not because we don’t tolerate violence, but 
because we find emotionally competent youths beneath learned violence . 

We said above that our Canadian educational system, before being 
tempted to rely on strategy,  traditionally has relied on the expectation 
that our teachers would act  fair-mindedly towards their students - based 
on fundamental Canadian values such as peace, order and respect for 
diversity. Our approach harkens back to that expectation. 

We form teams who are intentionally diverse in age and cultural 
background, in emotional and social competency, so that there is no 
dominant set of expectations of how to interact with others. The diverse 
youth bring diverse expectations, but have no idea what it will take to be 
accepted among their confreres, thrust together by chance.

Walking through the forest together, they come upon a network of 
airplane wires strung six inches off the ground. The next 30 minutes they 
will work against the clock to get everyone from one end of the network to 
the other. It will not be easy! No single person will be able to do it on their 
own. It will take a transition from athleticism to exquisite cooperation. 
Would-be heroes are humbled by the challenge - and yet it spurs them on. 
Everyone must get across.  

There is no room here for being a dilettante. It’s all-for-one-and-one-for-
all or it’s nothing. Whether they make it or not, afterwards, they must 
ferret out a value they adopted and mastered to help them succeed. 
Perhaps this time it was courage. Or maybe it was steadfastness. 

They’d better be sure because they’ll be challenged by High Council (a 
costumed group of adult  participatory theatre volunteers) next to make a 
strong case for a value they discovered all by themselves.  In the course of 
the day this group will derive - among others -  peace, order and the 
respect for diversity from scratch - and by nightfall they will celebrate 
this and take a stand for it in their lives. 

And in the process violence will be replaced by 
peacefulness.  Bullies find leadership to be a truer test of 
their mettle - and jump ship very quickly.

Youth who were victims in the pecking order as long as 
the bullies were active, suddenly are freed to put their 
input forward. They’re tentative at first - but then again 
that’s their nature. Their role in putting an end to 
violence is to find self-respect and the courage to be 
authentic. While it’s all a game - it’s an inner game as 
well - a game to take on the road and practice in the 
trenches of everyday life. It’s a game everyone wins. 

In zero tolerance we have seen our adult frustration 
with defiant and destructive youth bubble over and we 
have come to the place of rethinking our own responses. 
Undoubtedly we are wary - because we still want to see 
things change. The work of the Young Canadian 
Leadership Challenge shows promise, but let us tread 
carefully and make sure we get it right this time.   

YCLC Canada Inc. makes available, at no 
cost,  a CD documentary of the Young 
Canadian Leadership Challenge 



Overview 
http://www.ztnightmares.com/index.ht

This site publicizes the downside or evils of zero 
tolerance school discipline policies.! 

Motivation for its creation was a particularly nasty expulsion nightmare described in the Main Story section from 
the navigation bar.! The scope of the site has since broadened to publicizing the harm that these policies are 
causing to children, parents and families throughout this country.! It also exists to provide a resource for those 
currently experiencing a nightmare and looking for help or advice.! We will put you in contact with others in your 
area when possible and will direct you to known information resources that may be helpful.! If you are fighting a 
zero tolerance nightmare, you have found a site that is sympathetic and supportive. 

If you are experiencing a Zero Tolerance Nightmare and feel that the publicity from this website could help your 
fight or you feel that you have learned some valuable lessons that others should know please Tell Your Story. All 
stories reflecting zero tolerance measures taken can be posted. If your school officials are particularly nasty and 
mindless, if requested, I will also consider publishing the story in the Other ZT Stories section for no other reason 

than to "shine the light on the perps" since the publication will be well indexed in the major search engines.



What Is Zero Tolerance?
Zero Tolerance Overview
"Elementary and Secondary Act" 1965
Indiana Education Policy Center

* What is "zero tolerance"?
* What are the provisions of the Gun-Free Schools Act?
* Why has zero tolerance created such controversy?
* Is zero tolerance an effective response?
* Does zero tolerance discriminate against minorities and the poor? 

What is "zero tolerance"? 

From its inception in federal drug policy of the 1980's, zero tolerance school discipline has been intended 
primarily as a method of sending a message that certain behaviors will not be tolerated, by punishing both 
major and minor offenses severely. The broadness of zero tolerance drug programs led to a host of civil rights 
controversies1. But the term caught on among educators concerned about a near-epidemic of youth violence, 
and school boards across the country adopted zero tolerance policies for a range of disruptive behaviors. In 
1994, President Clinton signed the Gun-Free Schools Act, mandating a one-year expulsion for weapons in 
school. 

What are the provisions of the Gun-Free Schools Act? 

The Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 mandates a one-year calendar expulsion for possession of a firearm, 
referral of law-violating students to the criminal or juvenile justice system, and the provision that state law must 
authorize the chief administrative officer of each local school district to modify such expulsions on a case-by-
case basis. Local school districts have broadened the mandate of zero tolerance beyond the federal 
mandates of weapons, to drugs and alcohol, fighting, threats, or swearing. Some have begun to implement 
permanent expulsion from the system for some offenses or to apply school suspensions, expulsions, or 
transfers to behaviors that occur outside of school2. 

Why has zero tolerance created such controversy? 

Almost from the outset, zero tolerance disciplinary policies have created controversy. Across the nation, 
students have been and continue to be suspended or expelled for a host of relatively minor incidents including 
nailfiles, paper clips, organic cough drops, a model rocket, a 5" plastic axe as part of a Halloween costume, an 
inhaler, and a kitchen knife in a lunch box to cut chicken (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). These harsh reactions to 
relatively trivial incidents may also be connected to the two-year and even permanent expulsions being 
considered by some districts. If a student is expelled for a year for a toy cap gun, districts may feel a need to 
distinguish truly dangerous incidents by extending punishment even further for actual weapons. 

Oftentimes, policymakers in these contentious incidents claim that they are allowed little or no room for flexibility 
in the administration of district disciplinary policy. Yet this inflexibility is in no way a requirement of federal zero 
tolerance policy. Indeed, by requiring local districts to have in place a procedure allowing for case-by-case 
review, the Gun-Free Schools Act appears to mandate some degree of flexibility in the implementation of zero 
tolerance. 

Is zero tolerance an effective response? 

The zero tolerance approach has led to increases in the use of school suspension and expulsion; 
unfortunately, there is no evidence that suspension and expulsion are effective in changing student behavior 
or improving school safety. Despite a widespread perception that suspension and expulsion are reserved for 
serious incidents, those consequences are often used indiscriminately; in 1997-98, only about 4% of the 
suspensions and expulsions in Indiana were in response to serious disruptions. Moreover, exclusionary 
approaches tend to be used inconsistently: one researcher concluded that students wishing to reduce their 
rates of suspension would do better changing schools than improving their behavior or attitudes. Finally, while 
there is little data on the short-term effectiveness of suspension, in the long term, it is associated with higher 
rates of school dropout. 

The message of zero tolerance is politically appealing, giving parents and communities the perception that 



schools are being tough on crime. While there are doubtless situations in which removing a child from school is 
necessary for that child or others' safety, at present we have no evidence that punishment and exclusion can 
in and of themselves solve problems of school violence, or teach students alternatives to violence. 

Does zero tolerance discriminate against minorities and the poor? 

The two-year expulsion of eight African American students for a football game brawl brought the issue of the 
overrepresentation of black students in school discipline to national attention. In fact, it has been consistently 
demonstrated for 25 years that African-American and in some cases Hispanic students are suspended, 
expelled, and subjected to corporal punishment to a greater extent than their proportion in the schools3. Low-
income students are also over-represented in suspension and expulsion, but racial disproportionality in 
suspension persists even after controlling for poverty status4. Nor does disproportionality in discipline appear 
to be due to a greater rate of misbehavior; if anything, African-American students appear to be subjected to 
more severe punishments for less severe behavior5. 

Safe and Responsive Schools Project
Indiana Education Policy Center
174 Smith Research Center
2805 E. 10th St.
Bloomington, IN 47408 
Phone: 812-855-6888
Fax: 812-855-0420
------------------------------------------------------------------------
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The failure of zero tolerance
http://www.salon.com/mwt/feature/2001/08/29/zero_tolerance/
A nationwide crackdown on students has resulted in disproportionate punishments and racial profiling.

- - - - - - - - - - - -
By Johanna Wald

Aug. 29, 2001 | As children return to school this month, they can expect to face some uninspired teachers, an occasional 
moment of lunchroom humiliation and onerous piles of homework. That they knew. What they also face, and may be unaware 
of, is suspension, banishment and encounters with the police, under new zero tolerance disciplinary policies with 
extraordinarlily broad definitions of offensive or dangerous behavior. 
For example, students older than 13 who attend public school in Mississippi are now subject to the educational equivalent of a 
"three strikes" law. Passed by the Legislature last spring, this bill allows for the expulsion of a student deemed to have been 
"disruptive" in class three times over the course of a year. A state NAACP executive board member was quoted in a local 
newspaper as saying that her 17-year-old son, who had a cold, was kicked out of class after taking a tissue off his teacher's desk 
without permission. Under the new statute, that act could constitute strike one. "If this rule were in effect this year, he 
wouldn't be graduating," she said. "He'd be on strike seven." 
A 17-year-old honors student in Arkansas begins his senior year with an even more ominous cloud over his head. His college 
scholarship is in danger because of a 45-day sentence to an alternative school. His offense? An arbitrary search of his car by 
school officials in the spring revealed no drugs, but a scraper and pocketknife that his father had inadvertently left there the 
night before when he was fixing the rearview mirror. Despite anguished pleas of extenuating circumstances by the desperate 
father, the school system has so far adamantly insisted that automatic punishments for weapon possession in school are 
inviolate. 

In a sense, though, this student should consider himself fortunate. At least he wasn't arrested. In a similar incident in Florida, 
an 18-year-old National Merit scholar was pulled out of class, handcuffed, charged with a felony and banned from her 
graduation. A police officer had passed by her car and spotted a kitchen knife lying in the passenger seat. She had left it there 
accidentally after using it the weekend before to open boxes. Although no one disputed her explanation, her principal, citing 
the need for "fairness," declined her request for leniency. 
 

How did we get to the point where such innocent mistakes and minor misdeeds have become grounds for expelling and 
arresting students? Where did the infiltration of a criminal justice mentality in schools become so blatant as to subject students 
to "three strikes" laws? And why do these practices continue to be justified in the name of fairness and school safety? 

The short answer, in an increasingly fractious national debate over these questions, can be summed up by the following phrase: 
"Zero Tolerance Run Amok."  

Like many policies that go disastrously awry, the original impulse behind the creation of zero tolerance statutes was a 
reasonable one. First enacted by state legislatures and eventually by Congress in 1994, these measures were aimed at dangerous 
students who brought guns to school. Over the past seven years, however, disciplinary policies mandating severe punishments 
-- usually suspensions, expulsions and, increasingly, referral to law enforcement -- have been expanded in many school districts 
to cover a broad canvas of student behaviors, including possession of all weapons (which can include everything from real 
fireams to beepers, "gun-shaped" medallions and nail clippers), drugs (not just marijuana and cocaine but Midol, asthma 
medication, and Certs), and alcohol (mouthwash qualifies), along with threats, truancy, tardiness, and vague, catch-all 
categories like "insubordination" and "disrespect. " 

At its most extreme, evocation of zero tolerance has resulted in an 11-year-old being hauled off in a police van for packing a 
plastic knife in her lunchbox to cut chicken; a 14-year-old held in an adult jail and charged with "strong-armed" theft for 
stealing $2 from his classmate; a fifth-grader expelled for a year for hiding razor blades from a friend he thought might use 
them to harm another; a fourth grader suspended for wearing a Tweety Bird chain on his neck; and, in a tale that would be 
comic if it weren't true, a 6-year-old cited for "sexual harassment" for running out of the bath naked in his own home to tell the 
bus driver to wait for him. 



The Dark Side of Zero Tolerance:
Can Punishment Lead to Safe Schools?
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kski9901.htm

By Russ Skiba and Reece Peterson

Seriousness of purpose in seeking to avert the tragedy of school violence does not necessarily demand rigid adherence to 
harsh and extreme measures. There are alternatives to politically facile get-tough strategies, the authors point out.

THE 1997-98 school year was a shocking and frightening one, filled with reports of seemingly random violence in 
communities heretofore immune to such incidents. In the wake of these tragedies, we can expect to hear renewed calls for 
increasingly severe penalties for any kind of school disruption, a stance that has led to the widespread adoption of so-called 
zero tolerance discipline policies.

Already many districts have decreed that making any sort of threat will result in automatic expulsion. Some have gone as far as 
to suggest that principals be armed in order to deter -- or perhaps outshoot -- students who bring firearms to school. Such an 
approach is extreme, to say the least, and is unlikely to be implemented. Yet it is simply the far end of a continuum of 
responses to what has become the largely unquestioned assumption that school violence is accelerating at an alarming rate and 
that increasingly draconian disciplinary measures are not only justified but necessary to guarantee school safety.

Before we continue down a path that may well turn school principals into town marshals and cafeterias into free-fire zones, 
however, we would do well to examine more closely the track record of zero tolerance. What is "zero tolerance"? What is the 
nature of the school violence that has brought us to this point? How well does the approach address the serious issues of 
school safety toward which it has been aimed?

 

The Origins of Zero Tolerance

The term "zero tolerance" -- referring to policies that punish all offenses severely, no matter how minor -- grew out of state and 
federal drug enforcement policies in the 1980s. The first use of the term recorded in the Lexis-Nexis national newspaper 
database was in 1983, when the Navy reassigned 40 submarine crew members for suspected drug abuse. In 1986 zero tolerance 
was picked up and used by a U.S. attorney in San Diego as the title of a program developed to impound seacraft carrying any 
amount of drugs. By February 1988 the program had received national attention, and U.S. Attorney General Edwin Meese 
authorized customs officials to seize the boats, automobiles, and passports of anyone crossing the border with even trace 
amounts of drugs and to charge those individuals in federal court. Zero tolerance took hold quickly and within months was 
being applied to issues as diverse as environmental pollution, trespassing, skateboarding, racial intolerance, homelessness, 
sexual harassment, and boom boxes.

From the outset, the harsh punishments meted out under zero tolerance drug policies engendered considerable controversy. 
Private citizens whose cars, boats, and even bicycles were impounded for sometimes minute amounts of drugs complained 
bitterly, and the American Civil Liberties Union considered filing suit against the program. By 1990 the U.S. Customs 
Service quietly discontinued its initial zero tolerance program after strict applications of the rule resulted in the seizure of two 
research vessels on which a small amount of marijuana was found.

Yet just as the early zero tolerance drug programs in the community were being phased out, the concept was beginning to catch 
on in the public schools. In late 1989 school districts in Orange County, California, and Louisville, Kentucky, promulgated 
zero tolerance policies that called for expulsion for possession of drugs or participation in gang-related activity. In New York, 
Donald Batista, superintendent of the Yonkers public schools, proposed a sweeping zero tolerance program as a way of taking 
action against students who caused school disruption. With its restricted school access, ban on hats, immediate suspension for 
any school disruption, and increased use of law enforcement, the program contained many of the elements that have come to 
characterize zero tolerance approaches in the past decade.

By 1993 zero tolerance policies were being adopted by school boards across the country, often broadened to include not only 
drugs and weapons but also tobacco-related offenses and school disruption. In 1994 the federal government stepped in to 
mandate the policy nationally when President Clinton signed the Gun-Free Schools Act into law.1 This law mandates an 
expulsion of one calendar year for possession of a weapon and referral of students who violate the law to the criminal or 
juvenile justice system. It also provides that the one-year expulsions may be modified by the "chief administrative officer" of 
each local school district on a case-by-case basis.



School Violence: Reality and Perception

Last year's string of school shootings has left all educators shaken and nervous about the potential for violence in their own 
schools. The fear that drugs and violence are spreading in our nation's schools provided the initial motivation for adopting zero 
tolerance disciplinary policies and may well motivate still another round of tough disciplinary measures. But what is the 
reality of school violence and drug use? How bad is it, and is it getting worse?

It is hard to say that we are overreacting when the incidents we have witnessed on a regular basis are so horrific. Yet some data 
on the topic suggest that we are doing just that. In a report titled Violence and Discipline Problems in U.S. Public Schools, 
1996-1997, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) surveyed a nationally representative sample of 1,234 school 
principals or disciplinarians at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.2 When these principals were asked to list what 
they considered serious or moderate problems in their schools, the most frequently cited problems at all levels were the less 
violent behaviors such as tardiness (40%), absenteeism (25%), and physical conflicts between students (21%). The critical 
incidents that are typically the focus of school safety debates were reported to be at least "a moderate problem" only relatively 
infrequently: drug use (9%), gangs (5%), possession of weapons (2%), and physical abuse of teachers (2%). The NCES report 
found that violent crimes occurred at an annual rate of only 53 per 100,000 students.

When we watch the evening news or walk through the edgy and noisy corridors of urban middle schools, it is difficult to 
believe that school behavior is not worsening. But again, the evidence seems to contradict our gut feelings. Comparisons of 
the current NCES survey data with results from an earlier survey of public school principals conducted in 1991 show virtually 
no changes across either minor misbehavior or more serious infractions (see Table 1, next page). Noted school violence 
researcher Irwin Hyman tracked a number of indicators of school violence over the past 20 years and concluded, "As was the 
case 20 years ago, despite public perceptions to the contrary, the current data do not support the claim that there has been a 
dramatic, overall increase in school-based violence in recent years."3

Table here

It seems almost inconceivable that there are so few incidents of truly dangerous behavior and that things are not necessarily 
getting worse. Perhaps there are some behaviors that just shake us up, whatever their absolute frequency. School shootings 
involving multiple victims are still extremely rare from a statistical standpoint. However, statistics are hardly reassuring as 
long as the possibility exists that it could happen in our school, to our children. It is probably healthier that a single shooting 
on school grounds be viewed as one too many than that we become inured to violence.

Yet this fear of random violence is clearly the prime motivator for the adoption of zero tolerance approaches to school 
discipline. From that first boat's impoundment in San Diego harbor, zero tolerance has cast a broad net, by its very definition 
treating both minor and major incidents with equal severity in order to "send a message" to potential violators.

Indeed, infractions that fall under the rubric of zero tolerance seem to multiply as the definition of what will not be tolerated 
expands. Test cases of school district zero tolerance policies reported in the media from 1988 to 1993 did involve difficult 
judgments about the severity of the punishment, but they were also clearly concerned with weapons and drugs: a high school 
senior in Chicago was expelled from school when police found marijuana in the trunk of his car during the lunch hour; an 
honor student in Los Angeles was expelled when he pulled out a knife to scare away peers who had been harassing him because 
of his Filipino-Mexican heritage.4

Over time, however, increasingly broad interpretations of zero tolerance have resulted in a near epidemic of suspensions and 
expulsions for seemingly trivial events. Table 2 provides a list of some of the events that have received national attention in 
recent years; we note here that this is just a partial list, including only those incidents that have been reported in detail.

The reaction to these cases has created sharp divisions in schools and communities. In a number of these incidents, parents 
have filed lawsuits against the school districts, for the most part unsuccessfully.5 A number of states have amended their zero 
tolerance policies to allow more flexibility for individual cases,6 while the Office for Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of 
Education began advocating a less comprehensive interpretation of sexual harassment after the suspension of 6-year-old 
Jonathan Prevette for kissing a classmate made national headlines.7 Yet in many cases school administrators and school boards 
have not backed down even in the face of public clamor. They claim that their hands are tied by federal or state law (despite 
language in the federal law that allows local review on a case-by-case basis), or they assert that continued application of zero 
tolerance is necessary to send a message to disruptive students.

TABLE 2.

Who Gets Suspended and Expelled?

If the NCES data on school violence are correct, it is not surprising that the broad net of zero tolerance will catch a host of 



minor misbehaviors. Since there are few incidents of serious violence and many incidents of minor disruption, policies that set 
harsh consequences indiscriminately will capture a few incidents of serious violence and many incidents of minor disruption.

In fact, data on suspension and expulsion suggest that the incidents brought to national attention by the media are not all that 
inaccurate in describing the types of behavior that lead to exclusion from school. Data on suspension consistently show that, as 
the NCES has reported, referrals for drugs, weapons, and gang-related behaviors constitute but a small minority of office 
referrals leading to suspension. Fighting among students is the single most frequent reason for suspension, but the majority of 
school suspensions occur in response to relatively minor incidents that do not threaten school safety.8 At the middle school 
level, disrespect and disobedience are among the most common reasons for suspension, and a significant proportion of 
suspensions are for tardiness and truancy. In one of the few reported studies of school expulsion in American education, Gale 
Morrison and Barbara D'Incau reported that the majority of offenses in the sample they investigated were committed by 
students who would not generally be considered dangerous to the school environment.9 In their study, as in many that have 
explored suspension and expulsion, poor academic skill was a strong predictor of school exclusion.

One of the more troubling characteristics of the zero tolerance approach to discipline is that a disproportionate number of those 
at risk for a range of school punishments are poor and African American. In 1975 the Children's Defense Fund, studying data 
on school discipline from the Office for Civil Rights (OCR), found high rates of suspension for black students. Of the nearly 
3,000 school districts represented in the OCR data, more than two-thirds showed rates of black suspension that exceeded rates 
for white students.10

Since then, researchers have consistently found disproportionate minority representation among students on the receiving end 
of exclusionary and punitive discipline practices. African American students are overrepresented in the use of corporal 
punishment and expulsion, and they are underrepresented in the use of milder disciplinary alternatives.11 This 
overrepresentation of minorities in the application of harsh discipline appears to be related to the overall use of school 
exclusion: schools that rely most heavily on suspension and expulsion are also those that show the highest rates of minority 
overrepresentation in school disciplinary consequences.

Of course, there are hypotheses other than racial bias that might be called upon to explain minority overrepresentation in school 
discipline. First, the unfortunate correlation of race and poverty in our society suggests that inequitable racial treatment in 
discipline may be a socioeconomic issue rather than a racial one. Yet multivariate studies have continued to find evidence of 
black overrepresentation in suspension -- even after controlling for socioeconomic background -- suggesting that racial 
disproportionality in suspension involves more than just poverty.12

A second hypothesis suggests that racial differences in punishment are the result of differences in school behavior: higher rates 
of suspension for African American students would not be bias if those students misbehaved more frequently. Yet when rates 
of behavior for African American and other students are taken into account, the differences are minor at best, and behavior 
makes a weak contribution to explaining the discrepancy in the suspension rates of blacks and whites.13 While there are 
doubtless complex factors involving defiance, fighting, and school authority that determine who is suspended or expelled in 
anygiven situation, it is clear that the burden of suspension and expulsion falls most heavily on poor black males.

How Effective Is Zero Tolerance?

It has been almost a decade since school districts first began to adopt zero tolerance policies. And it has been four years since 
the policy was institutionalized nationally in the Gun-Free Schools Act. How well has it worked?

The short answer is that we don't really know. Unlike the domain of academic achievement, in which constant calls for 
accountability have led to state and national standards and tests, there has been no concomitant pressure to test the efficacy of 
interventions that target school behavior. Perhaps as a result, there are almost no studies that evaluate the effectiveness of zero 
tolerance strategies.

Of course, the media have reported claims by school districts that zero tolerance approaches have curtailed guns, gangs, or 
fighting in their schools. The most comprehensive and controlled study of zero tolerance policies, however, appears once again 
to be the NCES study of school violence. The NCES survey asked principals to identify which of a number of possible 
components of a zero tolerance strategy (e.g., expulsions, locker searches, the use of metal detectors, school uniforms) were 
employed at their school. Of the responding principals, 79% reported having a zero tolerance policy for violence. Schools with 
no reported crime were less likely to have a zero tolerance policy (74%) than schools that reported incidents of serious crime 
(85%). From one perspective, the relationship is unsurprising, since unsafe schools might well be expected to try more extreme 
measures. Yet after four years of implementation, the NCES found that schools that use zero tolerance policies are still less 
safe than those without such policies.

As time has allowed all of us to gain some perspective on the school shootings of last year, the media have begun to report 
data showing that the rate of school violence has remained fairly level since the early 1990s. One overlooked implication of 
these figures is their evaluative significance for the Gun-Free Schools Act. In an era of accountability, is it unfair to expect that 



a national policy implemented consistently, one might even say aggressively, over a four-year period should demonstrate some 
measurable effect on its target: school disruption and violence? Virtually no data suggest that zero tolerance policies reduce 
school violence, and some data suggest that certain strategies, such as strip searches or undercover agents in school, may create 
emotional harm or encourage students to drop out.14 When the lives of schoolchildren and staff members continue to be 
claimed in random shootings after extensive implementation of the most extreme measures in our schools, is it wise to push 
these strategies harder?

Our concerns about the long-term effects of zero tolerance multiply when we look more closely at one of its central 
components: school exclusion. In the 1980s, national concern over children termed "at risk" led to extensive investigations of 
the causes and correlates of dropping out. Consistently, school suspension was found to be a moderate to strong predictor of a 
student's dropping out of school. More than 30% of sophomores who dropped out of school had been suspended, a rate three 
times that of peers who stayed in school.15

Indeed, the relationship between suspension and dropping out may not be accidental. In ethnographic studies, school 
disciplinarians report that suspension is sometimes used as a tool to "push out" particular students, to encourage 
"troublemakers" or those perceived as unlikely to succeed in school to leave.16

Recent advances in developmental psychopathology suggest other explanations for the relationship between suspension and 
dropping out. In the elementary school years, students at risk for developing conduct disorders exhibit disruptive behavior, 
below-average achievement, and poor social skills. Together, these deficits cause them to become increasingly alienated from 
teachers and peers.17 As they reach middle school, these youngsters become less interested in school and seek the company of 
other antisocial peers, perhaps even gangs. At the same time, their families often fail to monitor their whereabouts, allowing 
more unsupervised time on the streets. In such a context, it seems unlikely that suspension will positively influence the 
behavior of the student being suspended. Rather, suspension may simply accelerate the course of delinquency by giving a 
troubled youth with little parental supervision a few extra days to "hang" with deviant peers. One student interviewed while in 
detention expresses this aptly.
When they suspend you, you get in more trouble, 'cause you're out in the street. . . . And that's what happened to me once. I 
got into trouble one day 'cause there was a party, and they arrested everybody in that party. . . . I got in trouble more than I get 
in trouble at school, because I got arrested and everything.18

Whether and how to provide services to students who are suspended and expelled may be our next pressing national 
discussion. Without such services, school personnel may simply be dumping problem students out on the streets, only to find 
them later causing increased violence and disruption in the community. In sum, we lack solid evidence to support the 
effectiveness of harsh policies in improving school safety, and we face serious questions about the long-term negative effects of 
one of the cornerstones of zero tolerance, school exclusion.

Indeed, the popularity of zero tolerance may have less to do with its actual effects than with the image it portrays. Writing in 
the Harvard Educational Review, Pedro Noguera argues that the primary function of harsh punishment is not to change the 
behavior of the recipient, but to reassert the power of authority.19 Seemingly random violence poses a profound threat to 
schools and to the authority of those who administer those schools. In the face of an apparent inability to influence the course 
of violence in schools, harsh measures are intended to send a message that the administration is still in charge. Whether the 
message is effectively received or actually changes student behavior may be less important than the reassurance that sending it 
provides to administrators, teachers, and parents.

In his recent book, The Triumph of Meanness, Nicholas Mills argues that a culture of meanness has come to characterize many 
aspects of our nation's social policies, from "bum-proof" park benches to sweeping social welfare reform. According to Mills, 
"Meanness today is a state of mind, the product of a culture of spite and cruelty that has had an enormous impact on us."20 
The zeal with which punitive policies are sometimes implemented suggests that zero tolerance discipline may be yet another 
example of what Mills is referring to. Whether such policies work or how they affect the lives of students may be less 
important than providing harsh punishment for offenders as a form of generalized retribution for a generalized evil.

What Else Should We Do?

In any institution, the preservation of order demands that boundaries be set and enforced. Children whose families set no limits 
for them soon become uncontrolled and uncontrollable. In the same way, schools and classrooms in which aggressive, 
dangerous, or seriously disruptive behaviors are tolerated will almost inevitably descend into chaos.

Yet the indiscriminate use of force without regard for its effects is the hallmark of authoritarianism, incompatible with the 
functioning of a democracy, and certainly incompatible with the transmission of democratic values to children. If we rely 
solely, or even primarily, on zero tolerance strategies to preserve the safety of our schools, we are accepting a model of 
schooling that implicitly teaches students that the preservation of order demands the suspension of individual rights and 
liberties. As we exclude ever-higher proportions of children whose behavior does not meet increasingly tough standards, we 
will inevitably meet many of those disruptive youths on the streets. In choosing control and exclusion as our preferred 



methods of dealing with school disruption, even as we refrain from positive interventions, we increase the likelihood that the 
correctional system will become the primary agency responsible for troubled youths. Ultimately, as we commit ourselves to 
increasingly draconian policies of school discipline, we may also need to resign ourselves to increasingly joyless schools, 
increasingly unsafe streets, and dramatically increasing expenditures for detention centers and prisons.

Seriousness of purpose in seeking to avert the tragedy of school violence does not necessarily demand rigid adherence to harsh 
and extreme measures. There are alternatives to politically facile get-tough strategies, alternatives that rely on a comprehensive 
program of prevention and planning. However, prevention is not a politically popular approach to solving problems of crime 
and violence in America. A recent task force on prevention research, commissioned by the National Institutes of Mental Health, 
found wide gaps in our knowledge, noting that "virtually no preventive services research of any kind was found under NIMH 
sponsorship."21

Yet if we are to break the cycle of violence in American society, we must begin to look beyond a program of stiffer 
consequences. We must begin with long-term planning aimed at fostering nonviolent school communities. First, programmatic 
prevention efforts -- such as conflict resolution and schoolwide behavior management -- can help establish a climate free of 
violence. Conflict resolution has been shown to have a moderate effect on the level of student aggression in schools,22 but 
more important, it teaches students to consider and use alternatives to violence in solving conflicts. Schoolwide discipline 
plans and the planning process required to develop and implement them help ensure that school staff members have both the 
consistent philosophy and the consistent procedures that are so critical to effective behavior management.23

Second, screening and early identification of troubled young people appear to be critical in preventing the eruption of violence. 
In a number of the multiple-victim shooting incidents that occurred last year, the shooter left warning signs, cries for help that 
went unheeded.24 There is at least one widely available and well-researched measure designed to screen for troubled students, 
whether the primary concern is acting-out behavior or social withdrawal.25 With such screening and with knowledge of the 
early warning signs listed in the President's guide for preventing violence,26 we are beginning to have the capability of 
identifying students with serious problems while they can still be helped.

Finally, schools with effective discipline have plans and procedures in place to deal with the disruptive behaviors that 
inevitably occur. School safety teams or behavior support teams -- composed of regular and special education teachers, 
personnel from related services, administrators, and parents -- ensure a consistent and individualized response to disruptive 
students.27 Individual behavior plans and a functional assessment process for developing those plans provide consistent 
consequences for offenders and teach disruptive youngsters alternatives to aggression.28 Emergency and crisis planning before 
serious incidents occur can help ensure that, if violence erupts, its negative short- and long-term effects will be minimized.29 
In short, effective interventions emphasize building positive prosocial behaviors rather than merely punishing inappropriate 
behaviors. Whether at the level of the school or at the level of the individual, effective intervention requires a wide spectrum of 
options that extend significantly beyond a narrow focus on punishment and exclusion.

There are doubtless those with little patience for the complex and careful planning that such a program demands, those who 
prefer the quick fix that zero tolerance purports to be. But the problems that have brought us to the current precarious situation 
in our nation's schools are highly complex and will not abide simplistic solutions. Zero tolerance strategies have begun to turn 
our schools into supplemental law enforcement agencies, but they have demonstrated little return despite a decade of hype. In 
contrast, long-term, comprehensive planning and prevention can build safe and responsive schools over time by emphasizing 
what American education has always done best: teaching.
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Zero Tolerance Policy
REPORT (American Bar Assn.)
http://www.abanet.org/crimjust/juvjus/zerotolreport.html

There are many misconceptions about the prevalence of youth violence in our society and it is important to 
peel back the veneer of hot-tempered discourse that often surrounds the issue.... While it is important to 
carefully review the circumstances surrounding these horrifying incidents so that we may learn from them, we 
must also be cautious about inappropriately creating a cloud of fear over every student in every classroom 
across the country. In the case of youth violence, it is important to note that, statistically speaking, schools are 
among the safest places for children to be.

Final Report, Bi Partisan Working Group on Youth Violence 
106th Congress, February 2000 

Public policy towards children has moved towards treating them more like adults and in ways that increasingly 
mimic the adult criminal justice system. The most recent version of this movement is so-called "zero tolerance" 
in schools, where theories of punishment that were once directed to adult criminals are now applied to first 
graders.1 

"Zero tolerance" is the phrase that describes America's response to student misbehavior. Zero tolerance 
means that a school will automatically and severely punish a student for a variety of infractions. While zero 
tolerance began as a Congressional response to students with guns, gun cases are the smallest category of 
school discipline cases. Indeed, zero tolerance covers the gamut of student misbehavior, from including 
"threats" in student fiction to giving aspirin to a classmate. Zero tolerance has become a one-size-fits-all 
solution to all the problems that schools confront. It has redefined students as criminals, with unfortunate 
consequences. 

While zero tolerance policies target the serious risk of students bringing guns to school, they also go after 
other weapons or anything - like a Swiss Army knife - that can be used as a weapon. Zero tolerance responds 
to student violence (covering a wide range of activities) or threats of violence. Zero tolerance is theoretically 
directed at students who misbehave intentionally, yet it also applies to those who misbehave as a result of 
emotional problems, or other disabilities, or who merely forget what is in their pocket after legitimate non-school 
activities. It treats alike first graders and twelfth graders. 

Zero tolerance results in expulsion or suspension irrespective of any legitimate explanation. In many instances 
it also results in having the student arrested. 

Recent Trends

As reported in the April, 2000 American Bar Association Journal: 

Nationwide, statistics gathered by the Justice Policy Institute and the U.S. Department of Education show that 
crime of all sorts is down at public schools since 1990 - some studies say by as much as 30 percent. Less than 
1 percent of all violent incidents involving adolescents occur on school grounds. Indeed, a child is three times 
more likely to be struck by lightning than to be killed violently at school. 

Still, fueled by media hype, fear of the unthinkable and perhaps even a bit of guilt, more parents are 
demanding that school boards implement strict policies to deal with kids who step out of line. 

So-called zero tolerance policies being implemented across the country are snaring large numbers of regular 
kids in broad nets designed to fish for troublemakers.2

The nets are indeed broad. In a report issued in the spring of 2000 by the Justice Policy Institute in 
Washington and the Kentucky-based Children's Law Center: 

* A seventeen-year-old junior shot a paper clip with a rubber band at a classmate, missed, and broke the 
skin of a cafeteria worker. The student was expelled from school. 
* A nine-year-old on the way to school found a manicure kit with a 1-inch knife. The student was 
suspended for one day. 



The report notes that many of these children are also referred to juvenile court: 

* In Ponchatoula Louisiana, a 12-year-old who had been diagnosed with a hyperactive disorder warned 
the kids in the lunch line not to eat all the potatoes, or "I'm going to get you." The student, turned in by the 
lunch monitor, was suspended for two days. He was then referred to police by the principal, and the police 
charged the boy with making "terroristic threats." He was incarcerated for two weeks while awaiting trial. 
* Two 10-year-old boys from Arlington, Virginia were suspended for three days for putting soapy water in 
a teacher's drink. At the teacher's urging, police charged the boys with a felony that carried a maximum 
sentence of 20 years. The children were formally processed through the juvenile justice system before the 
case was dismissed months later. 
* In Denton County, Texas, a 13-year-old was asked to write a "scary" Halloween story for a class 
assignment. When the child wrote a story that talked about shooting up a school, he both received a passing 
grade by his teacher and was referred to the school principal's office. The school officials called the police, and 
the child spent six days in jail before the courts confirmed that no crime had been committed. 
* In Palm Beach, Florida, a 14-year-old disabled student was referred to the principal's office for 
allegedly stealing $2 from another student. The principal referred the child to the police, where he was charged 
with strong-armed robbery, and held for six weeks in an adult jail for this, his first arrest. When the local media 
criticized the prosecutor's decision to file adult felony charges, he responded, "depicting this forcible felony, 
this strong-arm robbery, in terms as though it were no more than a $2 shoplifting fosters and promotes violence 
in our schools." Charges were dropped by the prosecution when a 60 Minutes II crew showed up at the boy's 
hearing.3 

David Richart, Ph.D., Executive Director of the National Institute for Children, Youth and Families at Spalding 
University, has uncovered similar examples. Richart cites the suspension and arrest of an 11-year-old in South 
Carolina, who asked her teacher if she could use a smooth-edged steak knife which she had brought from 
home to cut a piece of chicken; an eight-year-old Louisiana girl who was suspended and transferred to an 
alternative school when she brought her grand-father's gold pocket watch, complete with chain and one-inch 
fingernail knife, to show and tell; the suspension, in Ohio, of a 14-year-old girl for 13 days because she gave a 
classmate a tablet of Midol; the suspension in Virginia of a high school senior for violating a school rule 
banning use of alcohol, after he took a swig of Listerine; and dozens of similar examples.4 

Unintended Consequences of Zero Tolerance Policies

The ABA Journal story noted how unfair zero tolerance policies have become. One private attorney in Virginia 
observed that children are able to understand that there is a difference between being treated equally and 
being treated fairly. She said, "Kids are not going to respect teachers and administrators who cannot 
appreciate the difference between a plastic knife and a switch-blade." 

An Illinois attorney observed, "Schools are confusing equal treatment with equitable treatment. . . . Kids in 
middle school and high school care most about fairness. When they see two students whose 'offenses' are 
vastly different being treated exactly the same, that sense of fairness is obliterated and replaced with fear and 
alienation." 

There is increasing evidence that zero tolerance policies, while facially neutral, are having a disproportionate 
impact on students of color.5 By the end of 1999, a study of ten school districts in the country showed that: 

Black students, already suspended or expelled at higher rates than their peers, will suffer the most under new 
"zero tolerance" attitudes toward rising school violence...zero tolerance means that black students will be 
pushed out of the door faster.6

Zero tolerance policies thus contravene ABA anti-discrimination policies. 

The Hamilton Fish Institute on School and Community Violence recently observed that the costs of zero 
tolerance policies outweigh the benefits: 

When the cost appraisal of the impact of zero tolerance includes impacts on an entire community, the financial 
benefits of suspension and expulsion may completely disappear. If the students who are suspended or 
expelled do not re-enter school right away, they are likely to fall further behind academically and are at 
increased risk of falling into criminal activity in the community. Their likelihood of being incarcerated increases 
accordingly. The high costs of incarceration are not generally weighed against the relatively lower costs of 
alternative education, as would be recommended in a "holistic" cost appraisal. Nor are the potentially negative 



socialization experiences faced by alternative education students typically weighed against the more severely 
negative socialization experiences faced by incarcerated youth. High recidivism in incarcerated settings urges a 
long-term view of the costs of initial incarcerations. It may be that keeping a child in school, even in alternative 
education, may reduce their likelihood of entering a career as a criminal.7 

Zero Tolerance and Mandatory Punishment

Although few could quarrel with a policy of zero tolerance towards children who misbehave - adults who raise, 
teach or supervise children should react to misbehavior - their responses should be appropriate to the age, 
history and circumstances of the child as well as to the nature of the offense." Unfortunately, when it is 
examined closely, "zero tolerance" turns out to have very little to do with zero tolerance, and everything to do 
with one-size-fits-all mandatory punishment. 

The American Bar Association has long had policies against mandatory sentencing in the criminal justice 
system. In 1974, the ABA adopted a resolution opposing, "in principle, legislatively imposed mandatory 
minimum prison sentences..." 

The Criminal Justice Standards urge legislatures to authorize sentencing courts to impose a range of available 
sanctions, specifying maximum but not mandatory minimum sentences. See Standards on Sentencing, 18-
3.11, 18-3.21. 

The American Bar Association, which opposes mandatory minimum sentences for adults convicted of serious 
crimes, should also oppose mandatory minimum sanctions for school children who misbehave. 

Unfortunately, "zero tolerance" is public education's effort to import to education the concept of adult 
mandatory sentencing.( Zero tolerance is a perverse version of mandatory sentencing, first, because it takes 
no account of what we know about child and adolescent development, and second, because at least in the 
criminal justice system (despite ABA policy) when mandatory sentences exist, there are different mandatory 
sentences for offenses of different seriousness. 

For example, a gun-related offense might lead to a mandatory five-year-sentence, but only murder leads to a 
mandatory life sentence. Zero tolerance in schools, however, is closer to a mandatory life sentence for a wide 
range of student misconduct. (In some places this is literally true. In Georgia children who are expelled from 
school are expelled for life. In Massachusetts, expelled students also permanently lose their right to a public 
education.) 

Despite the obvious harshness of mandatory sentencing, which reduces judicial discretion, it at least has the 
benefit of being related to the perceived seriousness of the offense, or tied to the criminal history of the 
defendant. America's criminal justice system has yet to embrace a single sentence for all crimes -- indeed, 
America moved beyond single draconian sentences for minor offenses two hundred years ago. 

Thus, zero tolerance policies for students adopt a theory of mandatory punishment that has been rejected by 
the adult criminal justice system because it is too harsh! Rather than having a variety of sanctions available for 
a range of school-based offenses, state laws and school district policies apply the same expulsion rules to the 
six-year-old as to the 17-year-old; to the first time offender as to the chronic troublemaker; to the child with a 
gun as to the child with a Swiss Army knife. 

Adults - especially those who teach children - are expected to have the skills and knowledge to teach behavior 
in age-appropriate ways. Unfortunately, zero tolerance as practiced today is not rooted in theories of 
pedagogy or child or adolescent development. It teaches children nothing about fairness, and often creates 
injustice. 

In contrast, the proposed resolution is consistent with and compliments existing ABA policy supporting the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which in turn underscores the need for individualized 
attention to needs and behavior of students with disabilities whose responses in certain situations may be 
misinterpreted as disciplinary problems. 

Alternatives to Zero Tolerance

The Hamilton Fish Institute, in its report, notes that "numerous alternatives to zero tolerance policies exist." The 
report cites an array of prevention programs. 



Prevention is typically focused on known risk factors for suspension and expulsion. If prevention and 
intervention efforts are focused on the more potent risk factors for suspension and expulsion, they are more 
likely to be effective. Based on research of suspension or expulsion among twelfth-graders (looking back over 
their entire school careers) from the 1997 Monitoring the Futures Study a number of key risk factors may be 
identified. The more important risk factors include race, absence of either a male or female guardian, use of 
cigarettes and alcohol, and being offered drugs at school. This can be interpreted to say that inner-city youth 
(regardless of race) without intact families, who smoke, drink, and are targets of drug pushers are more likely to 
have been suspended or expelled from school but have managed to return to school and continue into grade 
12. Youth who were suspended or expelled and who did not return to school are not included in the study, 
and may have a different set of risk factors. 

When the analysis is focused specifically on out-of-school suspension or expulsion (which picks up more 
serious incidents), and younger students are added (grades 7 through 12, which picks up some who will not 
continue in school as far as grade 12), the higher risk factors for suspension and expulsion include being a 
victim or witness of violent acts, being a runaway, stealing expensive merchandise, breaking and entering, 
stealing cars, selling drugs, painting graffiti on other people's property, being a perpetrator of violent acts, and 
feeling rejected by fellow students or teachers and/or feeling unsafe at school (Table 2, National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health, 1995; 1994/95 data). These are clearly troubled and rejected kids living in 
troubled neighborhoods, a fact which urges us to consider the importance of community factors equally with 
individual risk factors. "Lowering the boom" on youth that are victims of circumstance through suspension and 
expulsion is a questionable practice despite their poor behavioral choices. A more effective approach would be 
to meet their individual basic human needs as much as possible to allow them to continue in school to rise 
above their circumstances and poor choices. 

Effective interventions for addressing these risk factors are listed below. Generally programs are more effective 
if they start earlier in a child's life, are interactive, are longer in duration, involve skill-building and behavioral 
rehearsal, focus specifically on the risk factors that are amenable to change in school settings, and if they 
involve adults in the lives of youth in meaningful ways. 

Conclusion

The ABA recognizes that school officials need to address true disciplinary problems, and that they face 
pragmatic concerns in trying to do so while facing many other challenges in public school settings. We believe 
that the proposed policy, focusing on individualized responses to students, will be more beneficial than 
burdensome to school administrators. 

It is easy to imagine school discipline policies that are grounded in common sense, and that are sensitive to 
student safety and the educational needs of all students. Such policies are the kind that most parents would 
want if their own children were being disciplined. Unfortunately, most current policies eliminate the common 
sense that comes with discretion and, at great cost to society and to children and families, do little to improve 
school safety. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Ralph C. Martin, II 
Chairperson 
Criminal Justice Section 
February 2001 

Endnotes 

*Mandatory expulsion rules rest on theories of punishments developed in the adult criminal justice system. 
Thus, students are expected to be deterred - either in general, or in individual cases - because of a school's 
rules. Students are "incapacitated" by being segregated from the school community through expulsion, referral 
to juvenile court and to disciplinary schools. And there is a notion of retribution as well, since modern school 
discipline policies care little for the well being of the student (which might be considered "rehabilitation") and 
operate much more along the "let the punishment fit the crime" model of the adult criminal justice system. 

1. This observation is gaining currency. In mid-June, a new report noted: 

In the aftermath of a number of high profile, extremely violent incidents at public schools, many state and local 
education entities have adopted the same harsh and mandatory, "take-no-prisoners" approach to discipline 
currently being used in this country's criminal justice system.
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Should Twana Dawson, a Pensacola, Florida high school sophomore, be expelled for 
bringing a nail clipper to school? Her principal, Norm Ross, seems to think so, even though 
Twana intended no wrong. Nor did she realize that the small knife attached to the clipper - 
which she used to clean her nails - would violate the school's Zero Tolerance policy. (WND, 
6-7-99)

But the lack of "intent" doesn't stop today's self-proclaimed social engineers from pursuing 
their goals. Remember, the nationwide Zero Tolerance policy began long before Mr. Ross 
used the violence in Littleton as his excuse for the harsh penalty. Our government has 
been using each new eruption of violence to win public consent for its unjust policies, just 
as it uses compassion for the mentally ill as a rationale for its massive system for 
monitoring and managing the "mental health of the population."1

Both programs, mental health and zero tolerance, are vital parts of a far more insidious 
program of intimidation, control, and cultural transformation. While the process began 
decades ago, the pieces are finally fitting into place. And, as Raymond Houghton, 
Professor of Secondary Education at Rhode Island College, predicted almost three decades 
ago, few Americans know what is happening.

"...absolute behavior control is imminent.... The critical point of behavior control, in effect, 
is sneaking up on mankind without his self-conscious realization that a crisis is at hand. 
Man will... never self-consciously know that it has happened."2

PREPOSTEROUS PENALTIES FOR GOOD KIDS

John Turner couldn't understand what had happened to him. The twelve-year-old honor 
student was arrested during a school recess, handcuffed, taken to juvenile hall, 
fingerprinted, and forbidden to call his mother. He had to sign a $250 bond and may face 
steeper punishment along with a lifelong police blot on his personal computerized data file 
"if found guilty".

What could a good sixth grader do to deserve such bad treatment?

"He hit back," says his mother, Alyne Turner.

In 1997, during a January cold spell in Louisiana, the students at his elementary school 
were kept inside during recess. "Another student began picking on John, calling him 
names," says Mrs. Turner. John responded to the intimidation by telling his adversary that 
he must be stupid if he thought those insulting words were true.

The other boy hit him in the face. It hurt-especially since John was wearing braces. John 
reacted and hit back. The other students agreed that John had been provoked.

But that didn't matter. There was "a fight" and John had participated. He had failed to 
follow the prescribedsteps toward "conflict resolution". By suggesting that the other boy was 



"stupid", he failed to "respect" his tormentor. He had broken the ground rules for the 
politically correct peace-making process which demands a standard of self-restraint that 
would disqualify most adults.

John's school had adopted a policy called "zero tolerance", a strategy touted by President 
Clinton and leading educators across the country. In Ohio, the "Zero Tolerance for 
violence" policy brings swift punishment on innocent victims as well as aggressors-both are 
summarily suspended. So when a young girl in Ohio was beaten by two other girls on her 
way to the schoolbus, all three girls were sentenced to equal punishment: a ten day 
suspension.

Intent to do wrong, a key element in criminal justice, is irrelevant. "If you are hit, you are 
suspended, no matter what," explained a concerned mother who asked to remain 
anonymous. "If somebody wants to get another person, they just hit them. Some kids 
don't mind getting suspended, but the students who want to succeed do. Middle school 
kids are getting hit by high-school kids and they are punished as if they hit back. The 
daughter of a school board member was hit in the hallway. She was suspended, even 
though other students said she didn't provoke it."

It's happening from coast to coast. Like Twana, a straight-A student in San Jose, California 
was expelled for bringing a finger-nail clipper to school. Amber Nash, a high school honor 
student in Gobles, Michigan, brought a knife to school to cut a friend's brithday brownies. 
She was suspended for ten days.

In Alexandria, Louisiana, eight-year old honor student Kameryan Lueng brought a family 
heirloom to her second-grade class. She didn't realize that the little knife attached to the 
chain of her grandfather's gold-plated old pocket watch would violate the "zero tolerance" 
policy. Her punishment was suspension from school and remediation at Redirection 
Academy.

"They were studying Colonial times, and Kameryan thought her teacher would be interested 
in seeing something old," said her mother, Cheryl Lueng. "Kameryan cried when I told her 
she couldn't go back to her school on Monday. She feels like a criminal."3

How can schools justify their harsh punishment when their victims intend no wrong? And why 
do most of the victims seem to be honor students and high achievers?

Some educators "say the benefits of zero tolerance policies in raising a school's overall 
standard of conduct outweighs the harm done to any child who inadvertently breaks a 
rule,"4 wrote Tamar Lewin in a New York Times article titled "School Codes Without Mercy 
Snare Pupils Without Malice."

"We don't want to be making exceptions, having a principal say this is a good child from a 
prominent family so we'll overlook it, or this is a problem child from a poor family so we'll 
enforce it," added Sylvia Pearson, president of the Rapides Parish School Board, referring 
to little Kameryan. "We adopted zero tolerance to make a safe environment for children."5

What about their emotional safety? Was the emphasis on self-esteem and self-expression 
merely a passing fad, a bridge between the old and the new paradigms? Did our 
permissive humanist stage prepare America to welcome a new suppressive global stage?

CLINTON'S TEN-POINT PLAN

For most of this century, humanist educators have sought ways to use education to 
transform both the world and its people. "All of us, including the owners, must be subjected 
to a large degree of social control," wrote NEA leader Willard Givens in 1934. "The major 
function of the school is the social orientation of the individual. It must seek to give him 
an understanding of the transition to a new social order."



Today, self-proclaimed "change agents" see the fruit of their work. Around the world, 
nations are conforming their education systems to international standards, just as our 
states are conforming to national standards. President Clinton outlined the U.S. version of 
this global system in his 1997 State of theUnion address to Congress:

1. "Adopt high national standards." 
2. "Establish nationally accepted credentials for excellence in teaching." 
3. "Help all our children read." 
4. "Start teaching children before they start school." 
5. "Give parents the power to choose the right public school for their children." 
6. "Teach our children to be good citizens." 
7. "Help communities finance $20 billion in school construction." 
8. "Open the doors of college to all." 
9. "Expand the frontiers of learning across a lifetime." 
10. "Bring the power of the information age into all our schools." 

These goals sound good, don't they? They should. Their purpose is to win public support, 
not to communicate facts. As New York Times editor Alison Mitchell wrote on February 12, 
"Clinton... is still using his campaign polling firm of Penn & Schoen to gauge public opinion 
and help him test and craft language for his speeches."6

Clinton's marketing strategy matches the tactics of educational change agents who say one 
thing but mean another. North Carolina school superintendent Dr. Jim Causby summarized 
it well at a 1994 international model school conference in Atlanta:

"We have actually been given a course in how not to tell the truth. How many of you are 
administrators? You've had that course in public relations where you learn to put the best 
spin on things."

Today's reformers shun clear definitions. Ambiguous promises do far more to persuade the 
public, subdue the opposition, and create consensus. So truth-telling must wait until polls 
indicate public readiness. Clinton has learned his lessons well!

He challenges us to learn as well-to be ready always to test what we hear in the light of 
truth and facts. Unless we decode his noble visions in the light of new regulations and the 
stated goals of education leaders, we will be deceived.

By changing the sequence of Clinton's ten goals we see a different picture -- one that 
shows how the nice-sounding pieces fit into a monstrous system that would manipulate, 
manage and monitor "human resources" for the envisioned global village. But keep in 
mind, the outline below is merely a summary. For factual details explore Internet's 
education sites, check your state's "workforce development" program, and read Brave New 
Schools.

"TEACH OUR CHILDREN TO BE GOOD CITIZENS," said Clinton. "Promote order and 
discipline.... Impose curfews, enforce truancy laws, remove disruptive students from the 
classroom and have zero tolerance for guns and drugs."

Like "zero tolerance" for guns, the policies for drugs and truancy have been stretched far 
beyond the realm of danger and reason. Brooke Olson, a 13-year-old from Texas, was 
suspended for carrying a bottle of Advil in her backpack. A thirteen-year-old Ohio honor 
student was suspended and faced possible expulsion for receiving the mild pain-reliever 
Midol from her friend for cramps. And the new truancy laws often seem more effective in 
intimidating home schoolers on the way to libraries than in stopping genuine truancy. What 
is happening?

A good citizen is a global citizen in the minds of leading educators. These global citizens 
must be trained to put planetary needs above their own. As governor in 1987, Clinton, 
together with professor John Goodlad, Carnegie president Ernest Boyer, and other visionary 



members of the Study Commission on Global Education, wrote a report titled "The United 
States Prepares for Its Future: Global Perspectives in Education." Its foreword states,

"A dozen years ago... teaching and learning "in global perspective" was still exotic doctrine, 
threatening... those who still thought of American citizenship as an amalgam of American 
history, American geography, American lifestyles and American ideas... It now seems 
almost conventional to speak of American citizenship in the same breath with international 
interdependence and the planetary environment."7

It isn't easy to persuade Americans to trade national pride for planetary loyalties. But our 
new education system is designed to instill a utopian vision of global interdependence in 
people everywhere. Contrasted to the exaggerated evils of Western culture, this vision 
looks enticing enough to motivate many to accept unthinkable environmental and social 
restraints.

Using "zero tolerance" policies to shock, embarrass, and intimidate dutiful students into 
compliance with irrational rules fits the plan. Most students caught in the confusing web of 
federal regulations must endure long sessions in "conflict resolution" and "anger 
management"-two related psycho-social strategies used to instill a submissive, collectivist 
mentality. They have already become standard procedure in our nation's classrooms. 
Thomas Sowell, Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution, summarized the process:

"The techniques of brainwashing developed in totalitarian countries are routinely used in 
psychological conditioning programs imposed on American school children. These include 
emotional shock and desensitization, psychological isolation from sources of support, 
stripping away defenses, manipulative cross-examination of... moral values, and inducing 
acceptance of alternative values by psychological rather than rational means."8

These unAmerican strategies may shock most parents, but they fit the plan for 
transformation. While the Carnegie Foundation was importing Soviet psychosocial 
strategies long before the US-Soviet General Education Agreement9 was signed by Ronald 
Reagan and Michail Gorbachev, the 1985 treaty made it official. Social studies, science, 
arts... all facets of education were included in the exchange.

"Cooperation would cover all computer-based instruction, instructional hardware and 
curriculum design for all grades of primary and secondary education, as well as college and 
university studies," wrote Malachi Martin in The Keys of this Blood. "The obvious goal was a 
total homogenization not only of the methods of teaching and learning, but what was to be 
taught and learned. "10 He continued,

"Cooperation.... in the 'social sciences' turned a blind eye to the official prostitution of 
psychiatry and psychology by the Soviet Union as clinical tools for inflicting mental and 
physical torture as political punishment and for disposing of dissidents. The USSR had 
been banned from the World Psychiatric Association in 1983 for such practices....

"Or take cooperation in the humanities. As taught in the Soviet Union, all humanities are 
marinated in Leninist Marxism as a matter of course. And history is distorted by... the 
systematic suppression of facts, and by downright lies. One might wonder what common 
curricula might be drawn up between the USSR and the US...."

The aim of the General Agreement was "to transform the shape of the world" and to 
restructure "institutions so that they are not confined merely to the nations-states."11 It 
would take a new kind of teacher to instill this message in the hearts of students across 
our nation.

"ESTABLISH NATIONALLY ACCEPTED CREDENTIALS FOR EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING," said 
Clinton. "...reward our best teachers.... Remove those few who don't measure up...."

This "excellence in teaching" has little to do with traditional academics. It refers to expert 



training in psycho-social strategies. Like other political promises, the nice-sounding phrase 
was not designed to tell the truth but to win the support of an uninformed public.

"Enlightened social engineering is required to face situations that demand global action 
now,"12 said Professor John Goodlad, who served on the governing board of UNESCO's 
Institute for Education before he joined Bill Clinton on the 1987 Study Commission on 
Global Education. He knew that teachers could only be social engineers in their classrooms 
when they themselves have been trained in the new values and thinking processes. His 
dream is nearing reality.

"We must require tougher licensing and certifcation standards,"13 says Education Secretary 
Richard Riley. Even before 2000 AD, the target year, his new "performance-based" teacher 
certification process is purging traditional teachers who cling to the old academic ways.

With the global paradigm came an emphasis on earth-centered spirituality and pantheistic 
oneness. Facts and memorization ("drill and kill") were traded for imagination, touchy-feely 
experiences, and "systems thinking" which puts little weight on pieces of information 
unless they can be fitted into the new global context.

This thinking compels students to see their future from a socialist point of view. 
Individualism must yield to the interest of the greater whole. Personal rights must yield to 
community responsibilities. And the nation-state must be absorbed into the global village 
where the person merges into "the people" - a mystical, impersonal union to be defined 
and managed by ruling elites.

Individual achievement would clash with collective equality, and traditional learning would 
raise logical questions globalists prefer to dodge. In his article "Experts Say Too Much is 
Read Into Illiteracy Crisis," Thomas Sticht, a member of (the Labor) Secretary's 
Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) explained that

"Many companies have moved operations to places with cheap, relatively poorly educated 
labor. What may be crucial, they say, is the dependability of a labor force and how well it 
can be managed and trained -- not its general educational level, although a small cadre of 
highly educated creative people are essential to innovation and growth. Ending 
discrimination and changing values are probably more important than reading in moving 
low income families into the middle class."14 (Emphasis added)

Professor Benjamin Bloom, called "father of outcome-based education" introduced the 
battle plan for changing values and managing people around the world:

"The purpose of education and the schools is to change the thoughts, feelings and actions 
of students.15

"...a large part of what we call "good teaching" is the teacher's ability to attain affective 
objectives through challenging the students' fixed beliefs and getting them to discuss 
issues."16

"Discussing issues" is key to the paradigm shift in schools, workplaces, homes, and 
community meetings. The "ground rules" for this Hegelian dialectic or consensus process 
forbids debate and arguments. All must participate, compromise, and seek "common 
ground." In "democratic" classrooms from coast to coast where teachers facilitate rather 
than teach, students follow manipulative suggestions, "discover their own" truth, and 
embrace a globalist ideology that censors every reason to be grateful for the land God 
gave us. The chart below describes the two kinds of schools from an educator's 
perspective."17

"BRING THE POWER OF THE INFORMATION AGE INTO ALL OUR SCHOOLS," said Clinton. 
"Connect every classroom and library to the Internet by the year 2000, so that... a child in 



the most isolated rural town, the most comfortable suburb, the poorest inner-city school will 
have the same access to the same universe of knowledge."

Computer learning will speed the paradigm shift. Every student must be linked to an 
interactive computer program designed to prod each child toward the "right" beliefs and 
values, test rate of change, monitor compliance, and remediate when necessary-all at a 
pace tailored to the individual's progress, cooperation, or resistance. Dustin Heuston of 
Utah's World Institute for Computer-Assisted Teaching (WICAT) shares his delight in the 
power of this technology:

"We've been absolutely staggered by realizing that the computer has the capability to act 
as if it were ten of the top psychologists working with one student. You've seen the tip of 
the iceberg. Won't it be wonderful when the child in the smallest county in the most distant 
area or in the most confused urban setting can have the equivalent of the finest school in 
the world on that terminal and no one can get between that child and that computer?"18

"HELP COMMUNITIES FINANCE $20 BILLION IN SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION." Dilapidated 
buildings and peeling paint are good excuses for new buildings, but they don't explain why 
school district that closed functional schools only a year or two ago-long after the time of 
declining enrollments-are now demanding millions fornew schools. The old schools were 
sufficient for old paradigm education. But they were inadequate in design and electrical 
capacity for the computer links needed to bring students into the global cyber-village.

"ADOPT HIGH NATIONAL STANDARDS," said Clinton. "Every state and school must shape 
the curriculum to reflect these standards.... To help schools meet the standards and 
measure their progress, we will... develop national tests...."

The "high national standards" are high only to those who measure them against 
achievements in inner city schools where few could meet traditional standards. Based on 
affective standards set by the Department of Health and Human services and work skills 
and competencies set by the Department of Labor, they are lowenough to ensure success 
for anyone willing to conform to the new values. Individual progress would be tracked and 
stored through the monstrous national-international information management system.

The new standards fit the "seamless web" of "cradle to grave" learning designed by Marc 
Tucker. As chief of the National Center on Education and the Economy, which began as an 
agency within the Carnegie Foundation, Tucker leads the nationwide school-to-work 
program. In a jubilant 1992 post-election letter to Hillary Clinton, he described the new 
education program:

"...regulated on the basis of outcomes... in which curriculum, pedagogy, examinations, and 
teacher education and licensure systems are all linked to the national standards... a 
system that rewards students who meet the national standards with further education and 
good jobs...."

Tucker's "pedagogy" for developing "human resources" for the global economy follows the 
school-to-work pattern developed in the former USSR. It's not surprising then, that the 
massive Goals 2000: Educate America Act would parallel Soviet education in virtually all its 
details: early childhood education, state-controlled child raising through community 
"partnerships", vocational training for all, mandated "parental involvement" in government 
program, indoctrination in the politically correct ideology, lifelong monitoring of compliance, 
etc.. Vladimir Turchenko summarized Soviet education goals - and the new American 
goals-in The Scientific and Technological Revolution and the Revolution in Education:

"One of the most important functions of education today is... the preparation of a skilled 
labor force for the national economy.... A second task is to ensure the socialization of the 
younger generation.... [This] involves shifting the focus of instruction from memorization 
to teaching how to think... The upbringing of the younger generation will become the affair 
of all."



"START TEACHING CHILDREN BEFORE THEY START SCHOOL," said Clinton. "The First Lady 
...and I will convene a White House Conference on Early Leaning and the Brain this spring, 
to explore how parents and educators can best use these startling new findings."

This "startling news" provides a plausible rationale for bringing "parent educators" into 
homes of pregnant and new mothers. These "helpers" teach and monitor politically correct 
parenting skills and guide parents to the proper community "partners." Like classroom 
teachers, all these parent teachers must soon be trained to discourage Judeo-Christian 
values which block the "open-mindedness" needed for children to "start school" ready to 
embrace group thinking and global spirituality. Non-compliant parents put their children "at 
risk"-a label that could put parents at risk of losing their right to raise their own children. 
Hillary Clinton's "village" is nearing reality.

"GIVE PARENTS THE POWER TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT PUBLIC SCHOOL FOR THEIR 
CHILDREN," said Clinton. "Create 3000... charter schools by the next century."

Since all public schools must produce "outcomes" that match national-international goals 
and standard, it doesn't really matter which parents choose. All students-whether in public, 
private, or home-schools-must "demonstrate" competency in specified work skills and 
conform to the "high standards" for global citizenship. If their portfolios and assessments 
show failure to adapt, they will not earn their CIM (Certificate of Initial Mastery). That 
means no work or college until after "remediation".

"HELP ALL OUR CHILDREN READ," said Clinton. "Forty percent of our 8-year-olds cannot 
read on their own.... We want at least 100,000 college students to help..... Sixty college 
presidents have answered my call...."

A century ago, almost all school children learned to read. The rate of illiterate children 
soared because schools switched from phonics to "whole language". Unless college 
volunteers are better trained in phonics than elementary school teachers, their efforts won't 
solve the problem.

There is another advantage. An army of college "volunteers" will be taught through 
politically correct "service learning"-a blend of politicized social studies and managed 
multicultural experience. (See Brave New Schools)

"OPEN THE DOORS OF COLLEGE TO ALL," said Clinton. "Make the 13th and 14th years of 
education-at least two years of college-just as universal in America as a high school 
education is today."

A new kind of college is the reward for compliance. Only students who have demonstrated 
the "right" work skills-primarily the collective mind set required for Total Quality 
Management-and world citizenship attitudes can climb the dubious ladder of the new 
education system. Since colleges must be "dumbed-down" and adapted to the new "human 
resource development" goals, Clinton's deceptive promise is little more than a tempting 
carrot to draw us toward national consensus.

"EXPAND THE FRONTIERS OF LEARNING ACROSS A LIFETIME," said Clinton. "All our people, 
of whatever age, must have a chance to learn new skills...."

Lifelong learning, an idea first developed by UNESCO, pulls all the complex pieces of the 
puzzle together into a continuous process of change and behavior modification. Marc 
Tucker described it well in his letter to Hillary Clinton, "...create a seamless web of 
opportunities to develop one's skills that literally extends from cradle to grave." grave." 
This web, which mandates a massive multi-layered buraucracy of political, community, 
health, environmental, and business partners, merges education and labor into a national-
international workforce program,



Every person-young and old, parents and children-must be included in the transforming 
process. "Parents and the general public must be reached also, otherwise, children and 
youth enrolled in globally oriented programs may find themselves in conflict with values 
assumed in the home,"19 said Professor John Goodlad, broadening his vision for 
"enlightened social engineering".

Parents are gradually being forced into the massive system through regulations and 
contracts mandating their "participation" in community partnerships. When a Florida woman 
who suffers from kidney failure, missed a mandatory PTA meeting, the school punished 
her by expelling her five-year old son from kindergarten. She had called from the hospital 
to let the Pasadena Fundamental School in Tampa know she was too sick to come, but 
hospitalization was not an acceptable excuse. She was told that she should have found 
someone to go in her place.20

Lifelong learning must prepare all workers for a global economy regulated through 
international standards based on Total Quality Management. This sounds good to those 
who see TQM merely as a way to ensure quality products. It looks ominous when the 
quality product is our children.

It looks worse when seen as a means to manage people at every level of society. 
Beginning with early childhood training in group thinking and global values, the training, 
counseling, indoctrination, and tracking-along with rewards and punishment-continues 
through the years of formal schooling and, later, through the standardized workplace and 
"sustainable community". Global citizens may not know how to multiply or read books, but 
they can work as a team, dialogue in cyberspace with young idealists around the world, and 
submit to a flood of new regulations - blissfully unaware of the freedoms they have lost.

Today, as in recent totalitarian regimes, well-chosen compensations distract the masses 
from the terrors of government tyranny. In Brave New World, British socialist Aldous Huxley 
describes some seductive "feelies" that compensate for the loss of freedom. My next 
article will show how educators promote the same compensations today. Small wonder, 
since Aldous Huxley's brother was Julian Huxley, the first Secretary-General of UNESCO.

A gullible public will give its consent unless America soon wakes up. Remember, 
Gorbachev's warning: "Bill Clinton will be a great president... if he can make America the 
creator of a new world order based on consensus." 21 Year 2000 is the target date.



Zero Tolerance
http://www2.potsdam.edu/hansondj/ZeroTolerance.html

Age-specific alcohol porohibition of persons under the age of 21 enjoys wide public support 
in the U. S., as does the policy of zero tolerance. Is zero tolerance effective? Are there 
beter alternatives? This short piece provides answers.
------------------------------------------------------------------------
 

Zero Tolerance in Action

Prohibition for those under the age of 21 currently enjoys wide public support in the United 
States and is commonly imposed by school policy. For example, Carter Loar, a high school 
senior at Park View High School in Loudoun County, Virginia, was suspended ten days for 
violating the school's alcohol policy. Mr. Loar's violation? Using mouthwash on campus. 
School officials confiscated the contraband and "He was charged with violating the school's 
alcohol policy which prohibits the possession or use of alcohol on school property. As part 
of this ten day suspension, Mr. Loar was required to attend a three day Substance Abuse 
Program sponsored by Loudoun County." 1

Circumstances, including educational objectives, are irrelevant in judging behavior under a 
policy of zero tolerance. For example, during a three hour multi-course dinner in Paris as 
part of a field trip study of French culture, the 14 seventh and eighth grade students in the 
class were each permitted to sip a "thimbleful" of wine by the chaperon, their school 
principal. Many parents said they had signed tour company waivers allowing their young 
people to drink small amounts of beer or wine in supervised settings.

Nevertheless, the superintendent demoted the principal for violating the school's "zero 
tolerance" policy. Supporting this action was a parental advisor to the school who said, 
"They tasted wine. But it was not a wine tasting. They did not rinse and spit. They may 
have ingested alcohol." However, pressure from the students' parents led the 
superintendent to reinstate the principal after he wrote a contrite letter of self-criticism to 
the parents. 2

Not so lucky was Jennifer Coonce, an honor student who was barred from her high school 
for two months after she politely "took a sip from a glass of sangria as part of a toast" for 
a fellow employee. It was the student's first day as an intern at the company and she 
didn't want to cause a problem or embarrass the guest of honor by not participating in 
honoring the employee.

Because of her school's zero tolerance alcohol policy, Ms. Coonce was suspended for 10 
days. Following her suspension, she was not allowed to return to school for two months. 
She had to take her classes at home over a speaker phone, but was unable to continue 
the honors courses she had been taking. Additionally, she was forbidden to participate in 
extracurricular activities and couldn't become a member of the National Honor Society.

These are harsh penalties for taking a celebratory sip of sangria off campus. More 
importantly, such extreme punishments adversely affect any student's chances for 
admission to an outstanding college, for receiving scholarships, and for subsequent 
success in life. However, the school defended its policy of rigid intolerance and insisted its 
actions were fair. 2

Not even totally abstaining can protect students from zero tolerance, as Mr. Loar 
discovered. Another abstainer who suffered was a 13- year-old student in Georgia, who was 
suspended for two weeks for merely giving his French teacher a gift-wrapped bottle of 
French wine!



Nor are adults free from the negative consequences of zero tolerance. Consuming a drink 
in a restaurant cost high school teacher Lori Gallagher her teaching and coaching career.

Ms. Gallagher was suspended from her job as an English teacher and swim coach at 
Greenwood (Indiana) High School for consuming alcohol at a team dinner after a swim 
meet.

School regulations don't specifically prohibit a teacher from consuming alcohol in the 
presence of students but include a vague prohibition against "improper conduct" with 
students.

The school clearly makes no distinction between the legal and responsible consumption of 
alcohol by an adult and alcohol abuse. Amazingly, the Teaachers Association agreed, 
asserting that "Clearly, a situation in which in which alcohol is in the presence of minors is 
inappropriate." Apparently, merely taking students to a restaurant at which alcohol is 
available is also unacceptable. The prohitition is extremely vague.

What does this temperance view accomplish? Instead of seeing adults consume alcool in a 
legal, responsible manner, the message is that alcohol is an exciting taboo that has only 
one purpose -- to get consumers drunk. What a lesson for a school to teach! 4
------------------------------------------------------------------------
back

Zero Tolerance Results

These are a few of the many victims of "zero tolerance," which is now all the rage. But what 
messages does such a zealous pursuit of zero tolerance send our young people? One 
apparent message is that those who promote such misguided intolerance have lost touch 
with youth, another is that they are unrealistic and impractical, and another is that their 
alcohol education messages are not credible.

More important, what does zero tolerance accomplish? Unfortunately, there is no evidence 
that "zero tolerance" is an effective deterrent to alcohol abuse. It is no more successful 
than were the scare tactics of early drug education and is almost certainly counter-
productive.
Zero Tolerance,
Zero Evidence

A new report reveals that zero tolerance policies in schools is ineffective in reducing alcohol abuse or other 
problems. 

According to the report "Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence: An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice," there is 
no credible evidence that zero tolerance is effective. Furthermore, school suspension and expulsion result in a 
number of negative outcomes for both schools and students.

The report, conducted by the Indiana Education Policy Center at Indiana University School of Education, 
reviewed the use of zero-tolerance policies since their inception in the 1980s.

"Zero tolerance is a political response, not an educationally sound solution," said Dr. Russell Skiba, author of 
the report. "It sounds impressive to say that we're taking a tough stand against misbehavior, but the data say it 
simply hasn't been effective in improving student behavior." 9

Alcohol is a part of Western society and the majority of Americans enjoy alcohol beverages. 
To pretend that young people will grow up to enter a world of abstinence is both unrealistic 
and irresponsible. Even religious groups strongly committed to abstinence are not very 
successful in maintaining it among their young people, the majority of whom drink. This is 
true even among students attending schools supported by abstinence religions. 5 Why 
should we expect secular education to reach even that very low level of "success?" It can't, 
and , unfortunately, zero tolerance won't help.



------------------------------------------------------------------------
back

What Really Works

On the other hand, many groups around the world have learned how to consume alcohol 
widely with almost no problems. Those groups familiar to most Americans include Italians, 
Jews, and Greeks. The success of such groups has three parts: 

1. beliefs about the substance of alcohol
2. the act of drinking
3. education about drinking

In these successful groups, the substance of alcohol is seen as neutral. It is neither a 
terrible poison nor it a magic substance that can transform people into what they would like 
to be.

The act of drinking is seen as natural and normal. While there is little or no social pressure 
to drink, there is absolutely no tolerance of abusive drinking by anyone, anytime, under 
any circumstance.

Education about alcohol starts early and starts in the home. Young people are taught -- 
through their parents' good example and under their supervision -- that if they drink, they 
must do so moderately and responsibly. 6

In Europe, where the drinking age is generally 16, alcohol is served in some school 
cafeterias. In referring to the dinner in Paris, alcohol authority Dr. Dwight Heath of Brown 
University explained that "that is the best way for young people to learn about drinking. It 
deglamorizes it, it demystefies -- they are drinking in a responsible situation with adults, 
as an accompaniment to food." 7
------------------------------------------------------------------------
back

What We Do in the U.S.

In spite of the fact that most Europeans promote responsibility and moderation by 
introducing alcohol to their children within the protective and supportive environment of the 
home, we ignore their successful example by denying children meaningful alcohol 
education in the false belief that young people can't handle alcohol. Our actions lead them 
to drink in uncontrolled environments, such as in cars, hanging around street corners with 
their friends, at unsupervised parties, and similar undesirable situations. These are the 
worst possible environments in which to learn appropriate drinking behaviors. When our 
unprepared young people subsequently fail to drink appropriately, we see that as "proof" 
that young people shouldn't drink. In this way, our society is creating the problems it fears.
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teaching Responsibility

But isn't it illegal for anyone under age 21 to drink? No, it isn't. In most states and 
communities, people of any age can drink for religious reasons, for health purposes, or 
under the direct supervision of their parents. And in at least 19 states, it is not specifically 
illegal for people under the age of 21 to drink. 8

Additionally, teaching responsibility toward alcohol doesn't require that young people 
consume alcohol any more than teaching them civics requires them to run for mayor or 
vote for president. We teach civics to prepare young people for civic responsibility when 
they become adults. If we drink sensibly, and think our children may choose to drink as 

adults, then we need to teach them responsibility, as well.



Zero-tolerance policies lack flexibility
http://www.usatoday.com/educate/ednews3.htm
By Dennis Cauchon, USA TODAY

Lisa Smith was an honor student, a cheerleader and a Student Council member at Lakeview Middle School in the Dallas 
suburbs. She played violin in the school orchestra, won awards at the science fair and had just finished a highly praised project 
on the Holocaust for an honors history class. 

But, one mistake later, the eighth-grader who had never known trouble faces five months in a military-style boot camp. Her 
offense: She violated the school's "zero tolerance" policy by bringing to school a 20-ounce bottle of Cherry 7-Up mixed with a 
few drops of grain alcohol.

Under the school's policy, officials say, they were compelled to give the academic death sentence to Lisa, 14 - even if her only 
other trip to the principal's office was to organize an orchestra fund-raiser, even if she is, in the words of one teacher, "a 
sweetheart."

Lisa Smith's case is one of a growing number of examples in which zero-tolerance policies have been attacked as inflexible, 
harsh and lacking in common sense. The criticisms have increased in the past two years as zero-tolerance policies have become 
standard operating procedure in the nation's 109,000 public schools .

Supporters have credited zero-tolerance policies with helping make students feel safer in school, but such policies also have 
come under fire for their all-or-nothing approach. Even many supporters say the get-tough effort too often fails to differentiate 
between good kids who make the typical mistakes of adolescence and the unruly delinquents who can bring learning to a 
standstill.

Eighty-seven percent of all schools now have zero-tolerance policies for alcohol and drugs, often resulting in mandatory 
expulsion, no matter how small the infraction. Ninety-one percent of schools have adopted zero-tolerance policies for bringing 
a weapon to school. 

But policies vary widely on the severity of the punishment and the discretion that school principals have. 

Much of the criticism is aimed at the districts with the most rigid policies. Kids have been kicked out of school for possession 
of Midol, Tylenol, Alka Seltzer, cough drops and Scope mouthwash - contraband that violates zero-tolerance, anti-drug 
policies. Students have been expelled for Halloween costumes that included paper swords and fake spiked knuckles, as well as 
for possessing rubber bands, slingshots and toy guns - all violations of anti-weapons policies. 

A second-grader from Alexandria, La., was booted for bringing her grandfather's gold-plated pocket watch to school; the 
timepiece had a tiny knife attached.

Supporters of policies that expel students for every offense say the policy might be painful but is needed to send an 
unambiguous message that drugs and weapons have no place in school. But most of the nation's leading advocates of zero 
tolerance count themselves among those worried by the excesses. They say school administrators are undermining the 
credibility of zero-tolerance systems by pursuing silly cases and failing to understand that zero tolerance includes a range of 
punishments, including a note home or after-school detention.

Punish, don't destroy

"Zero tolerance and expulsion don't have to go hand in hand," says Ronald Stephens, executive director of the National School 
Safety Center in Westlake, Calif. "Zero tolerance simply means all misbehavior will have some sanction. It doesn't mean you 
bring the maximum punishment for every transgression."

"I'm terribly embarrassed when I read about some of these cases," says Sandra Feldman, president of the American Federation 
of Teachers, the nation's second largest teachers union, which has pushed hard for zero-tolerance policies. "These are examples 
of adults not exercising proper responsibility. I'm always in favor of just plain common sense."

In Lisa Smith's case, another eighth-grade girl brought alcohol to school the same day. That girl's mix of Kool-Aid and 
Bacardi rum, along with Lisa's concoction of Cherry 7-Up and grain alcohol, created quite a stir in the school cafeteria as 
students passed the drinks around.

Eleven girls got expelled. The girl who brought the rum accepted her sentence of expulsion and boot camp. Eight students said 
they didn't know the drinks contained alcohol, and their expulsions were overturned. One moved away. Lisa Smith hired a 



lawyer.

Her parents agree she should have been punished. They took away all her privileges - telephone, TV, stereo - and reduced her 
room to just a desk and a bed.

"Expulsion and boot camp? The punishment far exceeds the severity of the crime," says her father, Charlie Smith, a quality 
assurance inspector for an aerospace company.

"Punish her, yes, but don't try to destroy her. She made one mistake. She is not a juvenile delinquent," says Ann Smith, her 
mother. 

Lisa says she stupidly brought the alcohol to school on a whim, just to see if she could get away with it. She poured the 
alcohol into the Cherry 7-Up while her mother waited for her in the car. Now she fears that her academic destiny will be 
permanently damaged by the severity of her punishment. "Just the term 'boot camp' scares me. I'm not a very physical person," 
she says.

Her lawyer, David McCreary, says the penalty was more severe than if she had been charged with a crime. If she had been 
convicted in juvenile court of underage possession of alcohol, she would have faced a ticket and a fine, not boot camp. 

School officials say they were just following the rules.

Lisa was expelled because "that's what school board policies specify," says Lakeview Middle School Principal Steven Nauman, 
who has a doctorate in education. "I have to agree with anything that's policy. My opinions are inconsequential. Citizens may 
not like speeding and no-parking signs, but we enforce them." Lisa Smith's parents have asked a court to let her back in school 
on grounds she was not treated fairly.

Zero-tolerance policies started sweeping the country in 1994 after Congress required states to adopt laws that guaranteed one-
year expulsions for any student who brought a firearm to school. All 50 states adopted such laws, which were required to 
receive federal funding. Many legislatures went further, expanding the definition of a weapon and further limiting the discretion 
of school administrators.

No clear effect

Encouraged by teachers' unions and some parents groups, state legislatures and local school boards soon added zero-tolerance 
policies for alcohol, cigarettes, illegal drugs, gangs, fighting, cursing and prostitution.

National statistics are sketchy but show no clear effect of zero-tolerance policies when measured by the number of students who 
bring weapons to school (6%); students who are victims of violent crime at school (3%); or 12th-graders who have tried 
alcohol (81%), cigarettes (65%) or illegal drugs (54%). 

Even under zero tolerance, most students don't get kicked out of school, even for the most serious offenses. According to a 
study in 1997 by the Department of Education, only 31% of students who brought a gun to school in 1995-96 were expelled. 
Forty-nine percent were suspended for five or more days, and 20% were transferred to alternative schools or programs. Only 
18% of students committing a drug offense were expelled from schools with zero-tolerance policies.

In some cases, school administrators used their discretion to lessen the punishment. In other cases, the students couldn't be 
expelled because they were special-education students, classified as emotionally disturbed or suffering from attention deficit 
problems and protected by laws covering the disabled.

Knife in a lunchbox Shanon Coslet , a 10-year-old at Twin Peaks Charter Academy in Longmont, Colo., was expelled 
because her mother had put a small knife in her lunchbox to cut an apple. When Shanon realized the knife might violate the 
school's zero-tolerance policy, she turned it in to a teacher, who told her she had done the right thing. The child was expelled. 
Shanon's expulsion brought national ridicule to the St. Vrain Valley School District. She was featured on ABC's 20/20, which 
showed videotape of the little girl weeping as the school board debated her fate."The biggest lesson we learned is that these 
policies don't work when the message to principals and school administrators is 'You have no choice,'" says Robert Moderhak, 
assistant superintendent of St. Vrain Valley schools.

After the publicity, Shanon was allowed to return to school. She testified about her plight at a legislative hearing. Last year, 
the Colorado Legislature changed the law to give school administrators more discretion. A handful of other states and school 
districts also recently have given administrators more flexibility in setting punishments.

School administrators say many schools depend on inflexible zero-tolerance policies because officials fear being sued if they 
differentiate among students. The lawsuits invariably challenge the discipline process and whether the punishment is 



comparable with those given for similar offenses. To protect themselves, most school districts now have lengthy discipline 
codes that outline every offense and punishment, along with a detailed appeals process. 

Parents quick to sue

"We live in a litigious society today," says Edward Kelly, superintendent of a 51,000-student system in Prince William 
County, Va., outside Washington, D.C. "In the old days, you could handle something on an individual basis. But today, 
parents are reluctant to accept a school's authority. They're quick to sue if they don't like a punishment." 

Prince William has a 20-page Code of Behavior that outlines 47 categories of misbehavior and 26 possible punishments. The 
policy lists 39 banned weapons, including guns, poison gas, darts and wallet chains. The zero-tolerance policy applies to 
possession of items from drugs to Sony Walkmans.

"We were forced into developing these procedures by parents who will defend their kids to the nth degree rather than asking, 
'What can I do about my child?' '' Kelly says.

Homer Kearns, superintendent of the 34,000-student Salem, Ore., school system and one of the earliest supporters of zero 
tolerance, says some school districts are too quick to expel students.

"It might be good public relations, but it doesn't deal with the real world. Our policy allows kids to make mistakes without 
ending their academic careers. You've got to be realistic. Kids make mistakes," Kearns says.

When a student is expelled in Salem, the school system retains responsibility for the child's education. It sends the student to 
a special program called a "structured learning system" in which good behavior can earn a student re-entry into regular schools.

The dangerous kids

But public schools wash their hands entirely of 40% of students expelled under zero tolerance, sending them home for good. 
The Prince William school system is one of those that sever their responsibility to expelled students.

"When you run alternative schools with an 8-to-1 student-to-teacher ratio, that comes at a cost to the other students who are 
sitting in bigger classes. The good student is shortchanged," Kelly says. "There are kids who are dangerous. Is our greater 
responsibility to the one troubled kid or the 2,500 other students in high school?" 

Arnold Goldstein, director of the Center for Research on Aggression at Syracuse University and a strong supporter of zero-
tolerance policies, says the key to making the policy work is giving principals the discretion to exercise fairness and common 
sense. 

"Punishment has three components: swiftness, certainty and severity," Goldstein says. "We've got the severity part down only 
too well, but we're not good on certainty and swiftness. And those are the parts that matter most to making zero-tolerance 
policies work."



Zero Tolerance for Zero Tolerance
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kcur9910.htm

By Richard L. Curwin and Allen N. Mendler

Schools should have zero tolerance for any policy that treats all students the same, according to Mr. Curwin and Mr. 
Mendler, who propose a better approach.

ZERO TOLERANCE is another example of the road to hell paved with good intentions. What was originally intended as a 
policy to improve safety in school by ensuring that all children -- regardless of race, athletic ability, or parental influence -- 
follow the rules is used now as an excuse to treat all children the same when they are in need of corrective measures. Schools 
should have zero tolerance for the idea of doing anything that treats all students the same. One size does not and cannot fit all. 
The well-investigated research of Russ Skiba and Reece Peterson clearly demonstrates just how ineffective and full of false 
assumptions the concept of zero tolerance is.1

We agree that zero tolerance sends a powerful message to the school community that violent, aggressive behavior will not be 
tolerated. We need strong, effective policies to protect our students and to help them feel safe. However, zero tolerance, despite 
its appearance of fairness, is inherently an unfair policy. A doctor is not fair if he prescribes chemotherapy for two patients with 
headaches -- one with a brain tumor and the other with a sinus condition -- regardless of the similarity of symptoms. When 
two students in school throw a pencil -- one because he has finished his assignment and is bored, the other because he cannot 
read the directions and thus hasn't even started the assignment -- we do not treat them the same, regardless of the behavioral 
similarity. Any intervention that treats dissimilar problems with similar behavioral outcomes the same is not only unfair but 
destined to fail.

Eliminating zero tolerance policies is a hard sell because the concept is simple to understand, sounds tough, and gives the 
impression of high standards for behavior. Yet these very characteristics actually make things worse in many cases. Any 
intervention for changing children's behavior that is simple is simple-minded, and those that substitute formulas for decisions 
made by people who understand the circumstances are dangerous. It's time for schools to develop legitimate high standards by 
refusing to fall for the lure of what is easy and sounds good and choosing instead what is truly best for children.

As Tough as Necessary

We call our solution "as tough as necessary," an approach that finds the balance between being strong and being fair. In some 
cases, the toughness required might be stronger than a previous zero tolerance solution. In other cases, the solution might 
involve other alternatives, including counseling, parent involvement, conflict resolution, training, or planning. The new 
synthesis sends this message: violence will not be tolerated, and yet we will not deal with students as if they are fast food. We 
can meet their needs without resorting to formulas while still protecting the school and its inhabitants from unacceptable 
behavior.

It is readily apparent that as tough as necessary is far superior to zero tolerance if we examine each policy in terms of how it 
teaches children to behave. Would anyone want a school board or a superintendent who had a zero tolerance attitude when 
dealing with stakeholders? Do you know anyone who was raised by a zero tolerant parent? What might that person say about 
how it affected his or her childhood? Could a marriage survive a zero tolerant spouse? More important, do we want children to 
have zero tolerance for others, particularly when they are angry?

We do not question the need for clear, firm limits or the conviction that certain behaviors are not acceptable. As tough as 
necessary allows us to honor and enforce limits without modeling "no tolerance." We would much rather see children who are 
as tough as necessary than ones who are zero tolerant.

The following two case studies support our position. In the first, a young high school student was expelled after bringing a 
gun to school. Should he have been? That morning, his father, in a drunken rage, had put a gun down the youngster's throat 
and, before passing out, threatened to kill him and his younger brother. The student brought the gun to school to save their 
lives. Before he could give it to his principal, the gun was discovered. No amount of explaining helped because of zero 
tolerance. We are not advocating guns in school, but we want ways of preventing them legitimately without fostering foolish 
behavior.

In the second case, a young man was suspended from school for violating the three-cut policy by missing his family living 
class. On investigating the situation, a caring teacher discovered the reason behind the boy's behavior. Whenever his mother, a 
crack cocaine addict, received her government check, she cashed it and bought cocaine within minutes. This fine young man 
started waiting outside for the mailman in all types of weather. He intercepted the check, took it to the issuing bank, and 
waited for the manager, who gave him cash in envelopes. He took one envelope to pay the rent, another for food, another for 



utilities, and so on, until all the family's bills were paid. By the time he arrived at school, he had missed family living. 
Should he be suspended or given a medal for holding his family together?

Some might argue that no excuses can ever be accepted because they weaken the system and provide loopholes for the less 
honorable. We see no strength in a system that uses the already frail, those least able to benefit, as sacrificial lambs. We define 
strength as strength of character, of values, and of clarity.

What Does as Tough As Necessary Look Like?

To establish an as tough as necessary policy, schools and individual teachers begin by discussing values, especially those 
related to safety. All members of the school community -- teachers, administrators, students, paraprofessionals, and parents -- 
need to contribute to the general guidelines.

1. School will be safe.
2. We resolve our differences through talking, not fighting.
3. We are all responsible for preventing violent behavior.
4. We care for and protect one another's person, property, and feelings.

From these guidelines, the school community develops its rules.

1. No weapons allowed in school.
2. We do not touch one another without permission.
3. We report when we hear of a fight brewing.

The final step is to establish consequences that take into account a wide range of circumstances. The consequences must cover a 
spectrum from the mildest to the most severe, including filing police charges. Only then will the school have the options 
necessary to meet the needs of the rule violator, other students, and all those who work in the school. Examples of 
consequences include counseling, restitution, behavioral planning, behavior rehearsal, suspension with training or educational 
experience, and police referral.

Zero tolerance was developed in response to legitimate concerns that cannot be ignored. However, when the solution creates 
more difficulty than the original problem, it is time to abandon it for something better. As tough as necessary is the best 
answer.



BULLYING AND ZERO TOLERANCE
IN STATE SCHOOLS
by Harry Valentine
http://www.quebecoislibre.org/020427-10.htm
   
   
          State policies often achieve the opposite of what was intended. The long-term impact such state policies 
have on segments of the population often manifests itself on children attending state schools. These schools 
become repository for the societal ills caused by misguided state policies. The news media from Eastern and 
Western Canada recently carried stories about teenagers committing suicide, revealing in their suicide notes 
that they had taken their lives to escape the bullying they had endured in and around school.  
We don't need no education...  
   
          Research undertaken into bullying by psychologists from Queens' and Carleton Universities have shown 
that most bullying occurs on school premises: in hallways and washrooms, on the playground, on the school 
bus and on the way to and from school. This phenomena is not only occurring across Canada, it is also 
occurring in several other countries. The webpage www.bullying.org carries stories from school children from 
several nations about the bullying phenomena.  
   
          Children who engage in bullying behaviour often originate from problem family backgrounds and usually 
have low levels of self-esteem, or high levels of pseudo high self-esteem. This latter group is reported to 
experience a sense of exhilaration and achievement for having terrorised another child.  
  
          State welfare programs not only resulted in a boom in teenaged motherhood across Canada and the 
USA, welfare became a major factor in creating new  problem family backgrounds and a new generation of 
children who grew up having little or no contact with their fathers. Fellow QL columnist David MacRae has 
published an article (see THE ROOT CAUSES OF CRIME, le QL, no 63) on the adverse emotional impacts of 
fatherless children.  
   
          The first generation of single, teenaged welfare mothers could neither learn to read under the "look-say" 
reading method nor acquire any level of numerical competency in classes on "the new math." Compulsory 
school attendance laws now force their present day offspring and descendants to be present on school 
premises, perhaps to be socialized into some semblance of conformity. Some of them may have little or no real 
interest in school, or what is happening or being taught in the classroom. They may disrupt the classroom, use 
or traffic in drugs or engage in bullying behaviours toward peers.  
   
          The epidemic of student misbehaviour, the bullying problems, drug trafficking, drug use, teacher burn-
out levels and teachers taking stress leave are among the problems now in evidence in the school 
environment, yet had their origins in policies and action initiated and enforced by the state. Some state 
educational policies are now even denying children from functional, healthy family backgrounds from spending 
quality time with their parents during after-school and evening hours, by overloading children with homework.  
  
Zero tolerance policies  
  
          Across Canada and the USA, education officials have responded to the increase in school violence by 
introducing zero-tolerance policies. The zero tolerance policy is ultimately aimed at dealing with the 
shortcomings compulsory school attendance laws have visited in the schools, as well as the after-effects of 
earlier state polices which went wrong. Unfortunately, the zero-tolerance policy snares a large number of 
innocent victims.  
   
     « The epidemic of student misbehaviour, the bullying problems, drug trafficking, drug use, teacher 
burn-out levels and teachers taking stress leave are among the problems now in evidence in the school 
environment, yet had their origins in policies and action initiated and enforced by the state. »

   
          The webpage www.ztnightmares.com gives several examples of the shortcomings of the zero tolerance 
policy. Here are some examples: a 5-year old boy was charged with sexual assault in California, for having 
kissed a 5-year old girl on the cheek, in their kindergarten class. An honour final year high school student was 
expelled from school for having a dangerous weapon on school property. A plastic butter knife was seen in the 
back of his little pick-up truck. After some news media coverage, the student received a 2-day suspension. A 
young girl was suspended for having a "dangerous weapon" on school premises, a 3-1/2-inch chain bracelet 



on that connected her purse to a Mickey Mouse watch. Educational bureaucrats and officials seem to be trying 
to solve present day state school problems by taking leave of their senses (if not their minds).  
   
          School officials themselves have undermined the credibility of their zero tolerance policies. The actions 
undertaken under the zero tolerance policy regime seem to be an attempt to prepare children to live in a 
totalitarian state in which authority is supreme and is not questioned, where there is no presumption of 
innocence prior to proof of guilt and where the concepts of rights and justice become irrelevant. Modern state 
educational policy seems aimed at realising the central themes of Plato's Republic and of Kant's Critique of 
Pure Reason, that is, obedience to authority, the supremacy of the state and conformity in behaviour as the 
duty of each citizen.  
   
Brains "wired" differently  
  
          Over a century ago the famous author, Leo Tolstoy, was quoted in a letter as stating that "the power 
and strength of the state ultimately lies in the ignorance and stupidity of its citizens!" State educational 
bureaucrats and their custodians of knowledge, whose presence graces the classrooms, have the noble task 
of fertilizing the minds of the younger generation in such a way that very few would ever actually dare to 
engage in independent and critical thinking.  
  
          In the United States, there are citizens who have revolted against the state imposing itself on their 
children's minds by homeschooling their children. The State of California asserted its authority and tried to 
prosecute homeschooling parents through the courts, a decade ago. A group of lawyers, including University 
of Chicago professor of law, Richard Epstein, volunteered their services and represented the parents in court, 
winning their case and affirming the parent's right to homeschool their offspring. Over one-million children are 
now believed to be homeschooled in the USA, with nearly 100,000 in Canada.  
   
          The Fraser Institute undertook a study on the academic performance of homeschooled children and 
released their findings in 2001. Despite not being taught by trained professionals, the Institute revealed that 
homeschooled children outscored their publically schooled counterparts in academic testing. The 
homeschoolers even showed equal or higher levels of interpersonal social skills. A worthwhile book which 
explains why homeschooled children are more likely to out-perform their public school counterparts is A Mind at 
a Time, by University of North Carolina professor of pediatrics, Dr. Mel Levine, who explains that different 
children learn and think differently, because their brains are "wired" differently. In a homeschool environment, 
parents can balance learning time with quality family time, for the benefit of their children. Much information 

about homeschooling can be found on the internet, by typing "homeschool" into any search engine.  



Zero tolerance equals zero intelligence. 
http://www.zerointelligence.net/archives/cat_world_-_canada.php
February 23, 2005
Canadian student finds free speech isn't so free

Ontario teen receives apology from Governor General

Jeremy Patfield, an 8th-grade student in Ontario, was on a class trip to Rideau Hall. While 
touring the official residence of the Governor General he caught sight of her and posed an 
indelicate question to his class. The visit was aborted on the spot by the tour guide and 
Jeremy was later suspended by his school.

"I said, 'Is that the woman that spends the money on the Queen when she comes?'" 
Patfield told CTV News.

While the Governor General was within earshot, she didn't hear the comment. Nevertheless, 
the remark was not well-received by Rideau Hall staff and a tour guide took swift action to 
hustle the class out.

When Governor General Adrienne Clarkson heard about the affair she issued an apology 
through her office. She herself considered it a valid question.

"As a TV interviewer, we were always taught that there are no indecent questions, only 
indecent answers," she told CTV News. "And so I would have been prepared to answer that 
question and I also believe in freedom of speech."

She added that she was upset when she heard that the class tour had been cut short and 
would have like to have known about it right away.

Jeremy's suspension was lifted after a meeting between his father and officials at John 
Dryden Public School in Whitby (Durham District School Board). He was righteously 
indignant before his sentence was repealed.

"I was getting in trouble for using a right as a Canadian citizen."

"Basically, what happened was I was penalized for using freedom of speech and that's 
something that we have as Canadian citizens: freedom of speech."

It's good to see a student who understands his rights. It's a shame that the government 
employees and school officials didn't.

July 27, 2004
Canadian schools have long arms too

Whitby student suspended for jaywalking

Kelly Simo, a 17 year-old student at Anderson Collegiate, had a rude welcoming when she 
got to school on February 5. Vice principal Pauline Langmaid handed her a one day 
suspension for jaywalking on her way home the previous day. Kelly claims the light turned 
red while she was in the intersection, the vice principal says it was red and that Kelly must 
be punished for this 'safety issue' as an example to underclassmen.

I say that's a load of bull and Kelly's mother Jackie feels the same way. It does not matter 
whether Kelly jaywalked or not. The incident was not on school property and was not during 
school hours. Jackie Simo confronted the school on precisely this issue.

"What I was told was the school day does not end until my daughter is in the house. I 



laughed and said, 'So if my daughter gets hit by a car, is mugged, raped...assaulted, is 
the school going to accept responsibility because she has not walked in (my) door?'"

"What I was told was, 'Let's not get carried away...'

The Simos have been denied an appeal because the punishment was only a single day 
suspension and will not go on her permanent school record. The Education Act does permit 
schools to discipline students for some infractions that occur off of school grounds. These 
are generally items that involve the school directly or indirectly and jaywalking is not one of 
the listed infractions.

April 06, 2004
Toronto to take another look at zt policy

'Zero tolerance' gets a second look

Toronto public schools hand out 24,200 suspensions a year. Under the new Safe Schools 
Act they are up 40 percent. That means there will be suspensions for roughly 11% of the 
student body this year.

"We might as well open up a police precinct in some high schools in my ward, they call 
police so often," Toronto Trustee Stephnie Payne has complained since the law was 
brought in. Payne represents schools in the Jane-Finch neighbourhood.

In response, at a series of public meetings beginning tonight, the Toronto District School 
Board is asking the public how the law should be applied. 

... [Trustee Chris Bolton, co-chair of the board's Task Force on Safe and Compassionate 
Schools] says he has heard of "suspensions of children as young as kindergarten for 
fighting, and also suspensions of students who are new to Canada who may not 
understand the rules, or children with mild intellectual delays all of whom have lost 
supports in the last few years because of budget cuts.

"We need everyone following the spirit not the letter of the law, which is to keep schools 
safe with the kids in them, not by keeping them empty."

And just what is that zero tolerance law?

When the Tories unveiled the new Safe Schools Act three years ago, education minister 
Janet Ecker said it "sets out a zero tolerance for bad behaviour."

While the Act promotes anti-bullying programs and conflict resolution plans that foster 
respect, civility and physical safety, it also spells out mandatory consequences for certain 
acts.

Now, students must be suspended and recommended for expulsion if it's discovered they 
were in possession of a weapon, were dealing drugs, committed robbery, threatened or 
harmed someone with a weapon, committed sexual assault or physical assault causing 
bodily harm, or provided alcohol to minors.

Students also are to be suspended immediately for swearing at a teacher, being drunk at 
school, possessing illegal drugs or causing extensive vandalism.

The Toronto board has added 11 more offences punishable by suspension.

There's an excellent reason why policies should not be legislated and Toronto is about to 
find out the hard way. They've noted problems with the Safe School Act and are making the 
effort to evaluate it now. Unfortunately, if the scholastic administration groups determine 



that zero tolerance policies are counter-effective (as they intrinsically are) they will still be 
bound by law to uphold them. Change can only come about by the legislators who put the 
laws in place and they are just as unqualified to respond as they were to Act in the first 
place.

March 09, 2004
Toronto Schools' Zero Tolerance Policies Under Fire From Mayor Miller

Schools' zero-tolerance policy 'shortsighted,' Miller says

Mr. Miller told reporters this week that the zero-tolerance Safe Schools Act in both public 
and Catholic schools, under which students are immediately expelled or suspended for 
violent acts, will be looked at as part of the broader issue of community safety. 

"I have spoken out on a number of occasions on the zero-tolerance policy. It's 
counterproductive," Mr. Miller said.

Miller points out that these policies throw out the students who need the most help and are 
"astonishingly shortsighted". The Safe Schools Act is a national zero tolerance policy 
requiring expulsion for certain violent offenses but even at its worst it does allow some 
discretion at the local level.

The chairs of the Toronto Catholic District School Board and the Toronto District School 
Board -- Oliver Carroll and Sheila Ward respectively -- will sit on the mayor's advisory panel 
on community safety.

Ms. Ward said she hopes the mayor's panel will help in coming up with new strategies to 
deal with kids who are having difficulties.

Mr. Carroll also believes more support mechanisms are needed instead of just shutting 
students out of schools.

"When you put somebody out of the school system, you kind of have abandoned them.

"On the other hand, children in the system are entitled to study in a safe environment 
too," Mr. Carroll added.Mayor Miller is looking for that balance point between a safe 
environment and discipline for violent offenses. There is one and it's not too hard to get to 
when you use a bit of common sense.



V. Zero Tolerance
(Ontario Human Rights commission)
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/english/consultations/safe-schools_6.shtml

The principle of "zero tolerance" is to some extent self-explanatory, but there is no universally accepted 
definition. The American Heritage Dictionary defines zero tolerance as "[t]he policy or practice of not tolerating 
undesirable behavior, such as violence or illegal drug use, especially in the automatic imposition of severe 
penalties for first offenses."[85] Skiba points out that the typical definitions of zero tolerance emphasize 
"punishing a range of behaviors, both major and minor, equally severely."[86] The National Center for 
Education Statistics in the United States defines a zero tolerance policy as "a school or district policy that 
mandates predetermined consequences or punishments for specific offences."[87] Gabor found that most 
participants in his research on school violence and zero tolerance in Canada defined it as "marking out clear 
lines for acceptable behaviour, along with repercussions for violating the limits."[88]

Although the Ontario government promised "zero tolerance" for bad behaviour in schools before the Safe 
Schools Act was enacted, and the Act prescribes "mandatory" suspensions and expulsions, the presence of 
mitigating factors in the current legislation precludes it from being strictly characterized as "zero tolerance". 
Likewise, although the TDSB Safe Schools Foundation Statement Policy speaks of "zero tolerance" and 
"mandatory" suspensions and expulsions, the direction to principals and teachers to apply mitigating factors in 
disciplinary matters precludes it from being strictly characterized as "zero tolerance".  The real issue is whether 
there is a practice of "zero tolerance".  At least one group of experts on school violence in Canada takes the 
position that zero tolerance can, in fact, only exist as a practice:

In our view, zero tolerance is neither a policy nor a program, but a practice. It is the establishment of a specific 
consequence (or range of consequences) for a specific infraction and the consistent application of that 
consequence. In other words, in any disciplinary situation, if an act has a specific and inevitable consequence, 
then zero tolerance is being practised. For example, possession of a knife in school results in a five-day 
suspension. If this act is always treated in the same way, zero tolerance is being practiced. No deviation in 
consequence is allowed. Zero tolerance has recently come to be interpreted as a policy which provides a 
suspension/expulsion consequence in response to violations of the policy, i.e., absolute disciplinary outcomes. 
We take the position that zero tolerance is practised when the absolute inevitability of a consequence is 
present, irrespective of what that consequence may be.[89]

In assessing whether zero tolerance is being practiced in the school system in Ontario, it is important to keep in 
mind that principals and teachers are receiving two contradictory messages, one advocating "zero tolerance" 
and prescribing "mandatory" action and the other directing them to apply mitigating factors.



Tom Brodbeck
Wed, January 4, 2006
http://www.winnipegsun.com/News/Columnists/Brodbeck_Tom/2006/01/03/1377714.html

  

Zero-tolerance time
 Canadians shouldn't be too surprised by the spate of gun violence and other serious crimes 
in cities like Toronto and Winnipeg. 

We've created a culture of criminal tolerance in this country, thanks largely to the misguided 
policies of Parliament -- especially over the past 10 years -- and the wrongheaded legal 
interpretations of the courts. 

And now the judicial chickens are coming home to roost. 

They've got guns, they sell drugs and they don't give a rat's fanny about our so-called justice 
system. Because we don't have a justice system anymore and the armed chickens, who 
increasingly ply their trade in organized groups, have little or nothing to fear from it. 

Our justice system has been replaced by a legal system where courts and corrections 
officials have been instructed by Parliament to keep jail terms as short as possible and, 
preferably, to exempt convicted criminals from imprisonment altogether. 

This is Canada's culture of criminal tolerance. The thugs and the punks on the street smell it, 
feel it and they govern themselves accordingly. 

There is no single explanation for the rash of shooting deaths in Toronto or the escalating 
violence in Winnipeg. It's tempting to blame it all on weak laws, lax gun controls or a shortage 
of policing. 

It's similarly easy to cite social inequities, societal "exclusions" (Liberal Leader Paul Martin's 
first reaction to the Boxing Day killing in Toronto), poverty and racism to explain the rise in 
violence. 

None should be discounted. And none are easily solved. 

What is easily solved, though, is the culture of criminal tolerance we've created in Canada. It's 
easily solved because we can eliminate it virtually overnight. 

We tolerate crime in a lot of different ways. 

We tolerate crime when we give violent offenders -- including people who kill, rape and maim -
- conditional sentences where they serve their time at home. 

We tolerate crime when we grant violent criminals full parole after serving only one-third of 
their sentences. 



We tolerate crime when we pass laws that say all offenders, except those serving life, must be 
released after serving two-thirds of their sentence -- regardless of their behaviour behind bars 
-- with very few exceptions. 

Treated with kid gloves 

We tolerate crime when we bring in youth laws (the Youth Criminal Justice Act) which strongly 
emphasize non-jail terms for the vast majority of young offenders, including repeat, violent 
criminals. 

Most of these laws were brought in during the 1990s. And you can't tell me that collectively they 
haven't created the perception that if you break the law in this country, you will be treated with 
kid gloves. 

You can't tell me that those laws haven't had a profound impact on criminal behaviour in 
Canada. 

When people know in the back of their minds that if they commit a crime they will be treated 
with leniency and understanding, they will be that much more likely to pull the trigger. 

It's human behaviour. It's the new culture. 

And it's time to change that culture by severely restricting conditional sentences, bringing in 
minimum sentencing for violent crimes, abolishing statutory releases, restricting parole and 
making young offenders accountable for their crimes. 

All of which the federal Liberals are vehemently opposed to (notwithstanding the Liberals' 
recent flip-flop on minimum sentences for gun crimes). 

Until we make those changes, though, little will change on the streets of Toronto, Winnipeg or 
any other Canadian city. 

The culture of criminal tolerance will continue. 
And the bullets will keep flying.



Will Zero Tolerance Save Our Kids?
http://www.americancatholic.org/messenger/may2001/editorial.asp

Zero tolerance—the phrase says exactly what it means: no second chances, no mistakes, no questions, no ifs, 
ands or buts. 

Under many zero-tolerance policies, bringing a plastic knife to school for your lunch is equivalent to bringing a 
switchblade. Or giving a friend aspirin is the same as selling narcotics. Since they are considered equal, so is 
the punishment—no questions asked. 

As a parent, I struggle with the issue. After every school shooting or close call I find myself—like many 
others—wanting schools to clamp down on any potential for violence. 

But once the shock and anger pass, I realize that our schools are still one of the safest places for our kids and 
most of the offenses committed by students fall more into the category of bad judgment than violence. 

The basic premise of these policies—to keep our kids and our schools safe—is admirable. But what they lack is 
common sense. 

 Reacting to School Violence 

Schools began instituting zero-tolerance policies following Congress’s passage of the Gun-Free Schools Act 
and the Safe and Drug-Free Schools Act in 1994. Under both, schools receiving federal funding must have a 
no-tolerance policy toward guns. 

But it was the April 1999 shootings at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, that sparked a rise in and 
broadening of zero-tolerance policies throughout the country. 

Pushed by parents to ensure that their children were safe, schools began instituting zero-tolerance policies not 
only against weapons and drugs, but also against offenses such as threats, fighting, vandalism, tardiness, 
sexual harassment, cheating and the like. 

The U.S. Department of Education defines a zero-tolerance policy as one that “mandates predetermined 
consequences or punishments for specific offenses.” 

Those in favor of these policies say it is better to be safe than sorry. Those against them say that many 
students are being hit with punishments that don’t fit their offenses. 

Even school administrators are beginning to find the rigidness of these policies to be problematic. Michael Carr, 
spokesman for the National Association of Secondary School Principals, says, “These policies are tough, 
because there are shades of gray in there.” 

Under the current zero-tolerance policies, students have been suspended or expelled for things such as 
pointing a chicken nugget at a teacher and saying “Pow, pow, pow,” as a first-grader in Arkansas did. Other 
students have been disciplined for bringing Advil or nail clippers to school, or playing cops and robbers on the 
playground. The list of these types of incidents is growing. 

In Toronto, Canada, a teenage boy was arrested and detained for 34 days—through Christmas and New 
Year’s Day—for writing and performing a monologue in his drama class about a harassed student preparing to 
blow up his school. 

Writers in Canada have rallied around the boy, saying school officials overreacted. Neil Wilson, director of the 
Ottawa International Writers’ Festival, said the teenage boy “did what we counsel all the time: If you’ve got 
problems, write about them.” 

In Boston, a student was suspended for writing an assigned horror story in which a fictitous teacher was killed. 

Thomas Payzant, the superintendent of Boston Public Schools, defended the action by saying, “While school 
officials may not have the right answer, they have to err on the side of caution.” 

School officials also point out that, while the news is full of negative stories regarding zero tolerance, little is 



heard about incidents that have been avoided because of these policies or whether students feel safer with 
the policies in place. 

Finding Middle Ground

So what can we do? First of all, find out if your child’s or grandchild’s school has a zero-tolerance policy. If so, 
become familiar with exactly what the policy states. Talk it over with the child and make sure he/she 
understands what is expected and the possible consequences of certain actions. 

If there are things in the policy with which you are uncomfortable or feel are extreme, schedule a meeting with 
school officials or become involved in the school’s parents association. Make your concerns known. 

Check out how the school teaches conflict resolution, how the teachers model peacemaking or how the 
playground and cafeteria are monitored. 

U.S. Education Secretary Rod Paige recently said, “I urge every parent and every student to listen closely to 
children who express concern, anger or fear concerning their teachers and their classmates.” The key is to 
allow this type of dialogue without fear of repercussions or punishment. 
Injecting a Little Common Sense 

Just as we cannot neatly package any kid or situation, we cannot apply an all-encompassing discipline policy. 

After the Columbine shootings, Cardinal Roger M. Mahony of Los Angeles pointed out, “There are no simple 
solutions....But we can turn away from a culture of violence—a culture of death—and toward life: a culture of 
life to shape how we treat one another, how we live together and the messages that we send to our young 
people.” 

Zero tolerance—with its one-size-fits-all assessment of offenses and punishments—is the wrong message. 

These policies are a good starting point, but it’s time to add a little common sense to zero-tolerance policies. 
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Youth Violence, Schools, and the Management Question:
A Discussion of Zero Tolerance and Equity in Public Schooling

by Stephen Jull, Mount Saint Vincent University 

Locating Violence and Unwanted Aggression in Schools 

Youth disengagement from school, hostility between social groupings, and violence in 
schools are issues of national proportions made visible through their detrimental affects on 
schools and the overall health of communities.  A 1993 Environics poll revealed that 
Canadians believe school-based youth violence is the single most important issue facing 
public education (cited in Saskatchewan Schools Trustees Association, 1994).  In a 1995 
report to the Solicitor General Canada investigating youth violence and school behaviour 
management practices, Gabor found that 80% of survey respondents felt that violence was 
more prevalent in schools than it was ten years ago.  Current figures from the Solicitor 
General Canada (2000) indicate that the present level of public concern for youth violence 
has not declined in the years since GaborÌs 1995 report.  Teachers themselves have 
reported dramatic increases in the type, frequency, and severity of anti-social, aggressive, 
and violent behaviour in classrooms (Carney, 1999; Solicitor General Canada, 1994; 
Saskatchewan Schools Trustees Association, 1994).  

Assuming schools are a microcosm of Canadian society and youth culture (Smith & 
Lusthaus, 1994), mirroring societal norms, values, and the socially constructed popular 
culture, one might expect that the reported increase in youth violence and unwanted 
aggression in schools would be consistent with Canadian statistical trends of youth violence 
in general.  National statistics on youth crime, however, indicate that the amount of 
criminal activity perpetrated by youth has remained stable, and may in fact have declined 
in recent years (Statistics Canada, 1998).  Interpretations of the statistics and data that 
describe trends in youth violence vary.  Some support the notion that youth violence is 
indeed increasing, while other do not (e.g., Doob & Sprott, 1998; Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities, 1994; West, 1993).  There are numerous possible reasons behind the 
apparent confusion as to whether or not youth crime, violence, and unwanted aggression 
have become more prevalent in recent decades, including: inconsistencies in statistical 
reporting methods, trends in media portrayals of violence as a serious issue, and complex 
changes in demographic and social factors (Bonta & Hanson, 1994). Nevertheless, the 
overriding perception of teachers and the Canadian public is that the number of incidents 
and the severity of youth crime, violence, and unwanted aggression in Canadian schools in 
on the rise. 

Most present day school discipline problems come in the form of verbal abuse, bullying, 
and disorderly behaviour (Bear, 1998; Gabor, 1995). Weapons such as guns are still 
primarily a phenomenon of schools in the United States and are not commonly associated 
with incidences of violence in Canadian schools (Gabor, 1995; Walker, 1994).  Even so, 
incidents such as the recent shootings and gang-related beatings in and around schools in 
major Canadian cities such as Ottawa, Toronto, Vancouver, and Victoria cause a societal 
hyperawareness of youth violence, reinforcing the notion that youth are armed and out of 
out-of-control. 

Growing public concern for the safety of children at school is not wholly unfounded.  
Canadian-based education research suggests that we do indeed have high rates of 
aggression among school-aged children.  Charach, Pepler and ZielglerÌs 1995 study of 
child and youth aggression indicated that 19% of elementary school students reported that 
they are bullied more than twice a term, while 9% of children admitted to bullying others on 



a weekly basis (cited in Carney, 1999).  In an associated study in which student 
interactions were observed in a playground setting, Craig and Pepler noted that incidents of 
bullying occurred as often as once every seven minutes (cited in Carney, 1999). 

Studies in other provinces investigating the type, scope, and severity of violence reveal 
similar figures on youth violence and unwanted aggression (see Calder & Lacene, 1999; 
Donaldson, 1999; O'Dea & Loewen, 1999).  Violence within the Canadian school context, 
however, is not restricted to student-student engagements.  In a 1992 survey conducted by 
the Nova Scotia Teacher's Union, 371 school principals reported a total of 2 732 incidents 
of violence committed by students against teachers over the course of a school year (cited 
in Calder & Lacene, 1999).  These figures are mirrored in Manitoba, where nearly half of all 
teachers in the province have identified themselves as being targets of some form of 
abuse by students (Calder & Lacene, 1999). 

Owning School-Based Violence 

Historically, teachers and school administrators have managed student misbehaviours 
through school-based actions, stemming from the interpretation of their provincial 
Education Act, school board guidelines, and school discipline policies, respectively.  
Guidelines in government and school board documents spell out the discretionary powers 
of school administrators in handling unwanted student behaviours, defined in Nova Scotia 
as student "disobedience" and "defiance" (Nova Scotia Department of Education and 
Culture, 1996, p. 31).  However, in contemporary school settings managing youth violence 
is no longer considered the sole responsibility of the teachers and school administrators, 
but rather is understood to be an issue that extends beyond the boundaries of individual 
schools into whole communities.  Consequently, school-based management plans for 
addressing violence and unwanted aggression have crossed the threshold of the public 
domain, and as such may ultimately be scrutinized as documents of social policy 
(Mawhinney, 1999).  School administrators and teachers no longer have complete 
autonomy in terms of the assessment, development and implementation of school 
social/behavioural policies; particularly when it comes to managing such hotly debated and 
politically sensitive issues as school-based violence and unwanted aggression. 

Currently, there is a broad base of popular support for making violent youth more 
accountable for their actions, and a general belief that schools have the authority and 
obligation to act swiftly when dealing with violence and unwanted aggression.  Gabor (1995) 
located this sentiment within the current public discourse on youth crime and school-based 
violence.  In his report to the Solicitor General Canada, Gabor recommended that students 
be made more accountable for their actions through swift and certain action.  Furthermore, 
Gabor's report suggested that students who engage in violence and anti-social behaviours 
do so of their own volition and conscious choice, and not because of some internal 
personal conflict stemming from academic exclusion, social isolation, or other form of 
socially constructed discriminatory practice within the public school setting.  This proposition 
places the blame for school-based violence and the source of unwanted aggression 
squarely on the shoulders of those youth that are consistently over-represented in the 
expulsion records of schools.  Positioning the youth at the center of this debate as the sole 
proprietors of their successes and failures within public schooling is inconsistent with much 
of the current research in areas related to youth socialization and schooling (Carter, 
Janzen, & Paterson, 1999), severe social/emotional disorders and schooling (Murray & 
Myers, 1998), academic performance and student disengagement from school (Morrison & 
D'Incau, 1997), student psychological abuse and schooling (Hyman & Perone, 1998), and 
pedagogy, violence, and schooling (Epp, 1997). 

It is not inconceivable that public schools operate within a framework of systemic 
discriminatory practice (see Kallen, 1995) if indeed the overrepresentation of marginalized 
individuals or groups within the school suspension and expulsion records (Morrison and 
D'Incau, 1997) and statistics on early school leaving (National Adult Literacy Database, 
2000; Bains, 1997) are indicative of those persons and/or groups (wittingly or unwittingly) 



targeted by school discipline policies and administrative practices.  Simply put, "who gets 
expelled from school involves not only issues that are related to the students themselves 
but also issues that are driven by the educational philosophy and policies of the public 
school system" (Morrison & DÌIncau, 1997, p. 319).  The Canadian criminal justice system, 
as a system of societal regulation much like that of schools, has itself, either through 
direct action or merely through silence and complicity, been used to control and 
disadvantage underrepresented and/or marginalized groups  (Cole, 1999).  Gabor's 
analysis the of social responsibilities and personal liabilities within the youth violence 
debate does not account for the possibility that similar forms of systemic discrimination 
operate within the spheres of power, control, conflict, and violence in public education 
(Watkinson & Epp, 1997). 

School Discipline, Zero Tolerance, and Equity 

Parents of school-aged children rely on the ability of teachers to assess individual student 
misdemeanors on a case-by-case basis.  Teachers have traditionally been expected to 
implement disciplinary practices that are consistent with fundamental Canadian values such 
as peace, order, and respect for diversity; all of which are understood by the Canadian 
public to be the foundational framework of safe and caring schools and a just society.  
However, because schools are entering an era in which youth violence and unwanted 
aggression are more often managed through inflexible school discipline policies such as 
Zero Tolerance, teachers are being asked to implement, support, and enforce school codes 
of conduct and disciplinary measures regardless as to whether they support the particular 
policy in principle or not (Heineke & Drier, 1998).  As such, for many teachers it may seem 
that political expedience in the implementation of new policies addressing youth violence 
and unwanted aggression takes precedence over an on-going dialogue of the educational, 
social, and psychological preconditions for the development of pro-social behaviour in 
children and youth. 

In recent years, schools throughout Canada have begun adopting 'get-tough' school 
policies and codes of conduct based on the principles of so-called Zero Tolerance.  The 
essence of Zero Tolerance is that the punishment of student misdemeanors should be 
rapid and inexorable.  The idea of Zero Tolerance has its origins in the U.S. governmentÌs 
domestic wars on drugs and on crime.  It spread to the schools in 1994, when Bill ClintonÌs 
gun-free schools act required schools to suspend all students caught bringing guns on to 
school grounds for one full year.  Zero Tolerance has been gathering momentum ever 
since, particularly after the killings at Columbine high school in Lyttleton, Colorado 
(Economist, 1999).  The majority of U.S. public schools now have Zero Tolerance policies 
for violence, tobacco, alcohol, drugs, weapons other than firearms, and firearms (National 
Centre for Education Statistics, 1998).  Not surprisingly, given CanadaÌs close cultural 
associations and the powerful influence of the US media-machine, Canadian school 
administrators and education bureaucrats are borrowing from the US approach to managing 
youth violence and unwanted aggression. 

Presently, there is a lack of research in Canada and the US addressing either the short or 
long term implications of schools adopting discipline policies based on the concept of Zero 
Tolerance for violence and unwanted aggression.  Nor, it seems, has there been any clear 
demonstration that Zero Tolerance policies effectively reduce youth violence other than by 
merely displacing the problem.  In Scarborough, Ontario where schools reported a decline 
in school-based youth violence following the implementation of a Zero Tolerance policy the 
rates of student suspension and expulsion were correspondingly high (Scarborough Board 
of EducationÌs Safe Schools Policy, 2000).  Although some schools may report fewer 
occurrences of student violence following the implementation of a Zero Tolerance policy, 
the violence may have merely relocated to the school periphery or to other parts of the 
community.  It is not yet known whether the short-term reductions in school-based youth 
violence and unwanted aggression that result from greater numbers of students receiving 
suspensions and expulsions and/or serving longer suspensions and expulsions, due to a 
Zero Tolerance approach to managing youth behaviour, will confer a benefit to the greater 



community. 

Violence and aggression are social acts.  We reinforce various forms of socially acceptable 
violence and aggression on a daily basis through media, public discourse, and teaching 
(West, 1993).  Zero Tolerance assumes (as do most 'get-tough' discipline policies) that 
there are only certain types of violent and aggressive behaviours, however, that  are 
considered universally unacceptable; for certain cases of severe physical violence and for 
some forms of verbal abuse and hate-oriented crimes this may in indeed be the case.  
Nonetheless, Zero Tolerance does not afford students or teachers the opportunity to decide 
for themselves the terms and conditions defining acceptable social behaviour.  Those 
students whose opinions differ from their school administrationÌs perception of pro-social 
behaviour will likely be subjected to the consequences of a Zero Tolerance policy more 
often than their socially conforming peers.  Zero Tolerance is an extension of the belief 
that the status quo and the moral majority determines which types of behaviours are 
inherently good, and which are not.  For example, Zero Tolerance does not address 
culturally acceptable violence resulting from the reinforcement of hegemonic heterosexual 
masculinity through sport and other social and cultural constructs (see Frank, 1987).  Nor 
does Zero Tolerance identify the subtle and insidious elements of heterosexism most 
often observable in systemic gender reinforcement and homophobia in schooling.  School 
discipline policies based on the principles of Zero Tolerance reinforce Anglo-Eurocentric 
sensibilities of right and wrong  and the authoritative structures within public education (see 
Epp, 1997). 

School administrations that support the tenets of Zero Tolerance claim that school 
discipline policies that treat all students equally regardless of their particular social context 
are non-discriminatory.  This kind of thinking presupposes that the social contexts of 
interpersonal interactions are irrelevant when dealing with youth that have committed an 
infraction against a school code or discipline policy.  It also assumes that all students are 
equally advantaged and have equal social and academic opportunities, and that neither a 
studentÌs social status or academic standing has a significant role in his/her ability to 
access school resources, achieve academic success, secure social status, or gain the social 
and academic support of school personnel.  To claim that social justice can be achieved 
through the implementation of a so-called unbiased Zero Tolerance school discipline policy 
is to believe that discriminatory practice can be eradicated by implementing policies that 
are blind to personal or individual social and/or cultural contexts.  Equal treatment is not a 
precondition of equality.   Equal treatment in an unequal social and academic environment 
is discriminatory. 

School Social/Behavioural Policies and the Potential for Inclusivity 

Baker (1998) has suggested that youth violence and unwanted aggression in schools may 
simply be "the manifestation of poorness of fit" between an individual student's particular 
social context and the social context of his or her school (p.30).  If, as is suggested in this 
paper, school social/behavioural policies (particularly violence management and discipline 
policies) contribute to the construction of a schoolÌs social environment, and that a school's 
social environment is inseparably connected to the learning environment then school 
discipline policies, as documents of social policy, have the potential to significantly affect 
both the social and academic lives of youth throughout the course of their public 
schooling.  As such, schools need to adopt policies for managing student behaviour that 
are based on the concept of equity, and built upon the principals of social and cultural 
acceptance, understanding, and inclusivity.  Furthermore, given that school demographics 
change over time, polices that address the social/behavioural aspects of schooling need to 
remain as 'working-documents', a functional penultimate draft so to speak, in order to 
meet the specific yet ever-changing needs of students and communities over time.  
Including all of the school-community stakeholders in this process is crucial given that the 
most effective school social policies and student management strategies are those that are 
created, maintained, and strengthened within a climate of leadership that attends to the 
on-going academic, social, and cultural needs of those directly affected (Pena, 1997). 



The development of an inclusive yet effective school discipline policy is not a simple task.  
Regardless of the academic or social complexities of a given school's behavioural 
management dilemma, parents expect their community school to implement strategies for 
handling serious disruptive behaviours that 'get results'.  However, schools must be careful 
not to adopt plans that are merely reactive to fluctuations in public opinion, such as the 
rising fear of youth violence (Sprague & Colvin, 2000) and the burgeoning popularity of 
Zero Tolerance.  Policies for managing youth violence and unwanted aggression must 
reflect the dynamic yet specific needs of schools, their students, and communities over 
time.  Furthermore, ongoing innovations in managing youth violence are more likely to 
succeed if they mesh with existing social, institutional and school political structures 
(Donaldson, 1999) ? and not  merely grafted onto existing school administrative structures 
with little or no thought to the possible short and long-term consequences for the social 
and academic climate within a given school. 

It is ironic that the recent popularity of adopting a Zero Tolerance approach to managing 
violence and unwanted aggression is taking hold in Canadian schools at time when many 
school boards are considering alternatives to suspensions and expulsions as a means of 
regulating student behaviours (MacDonald, 1999).  Schools that choose to adopt school 
social/behavioural policies based on the principles of Zero Tolerance will ultimately exclude 
larger numbers of students through the excessive use of suspensions and expulsions.  
Zero Tolerance ignores the individual social contexts of conflict, and the inherent 
imbalances in social power relations that occur within schools.  As a result, through Zero 
Tolerance, underrepresented and/or marginalized students will continue to be excluded at 
greater rates than their socially conforming peers. 

O'Dea and Loewen (1999) suggest that we, educators and stakeholders in public 
education, need to balance our zeal for reducing youth violence with an equally strong 
commitment to continuously  investigating and identifying the changing needs of students 
over time.  The opinions, concerns, and protests of students will provide the on-going and 
necessary feedback to support the reconstruction of consistent, equitable, and inclusive 
school discipline and social/behavioural policies.  In the rush to address public fears of 
escalating violence in schools, policy makers must not neglect to consider the complexities 
of the social contexts in which schools operate and the resultant implications for students 
and school-communities of adopting Zero Tolerance policies that are 'blind' to difference.  
Without the direct and continuous input of those students most affected by school 
social/behavioural policies, in combination with comprehensive site-specific examinations 
of violence and aggression within each school community, attempts to manage youth 
violence and unwanted aggression will offer results that are at best inconsistent , and at 
worst discriminatory. 
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