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Special educators frequently teach students with a variety 
of diagnostic labels, including autism and oppositional defi-
ant disorder. Some of these diagnoses point to the presence 
of challenging behaviors that might be viewed as threaten-
ing and disruptive. Teachers working with these students 
must make daily choices in how they approach such students. 
Although at times teachers work with these students to 
develop self-regulatory behaviors, they often risk working 
against such students by applying strictly punitive mea-
sures. Historically, students with disabilities, particularly 
those with a diagnosis of an emotional or behavior disorder 
(EBD), have been overrepresented in school disciplinary 
reports, juvenile justice facilities, and jails; these trends have 
become more acute with the emergence of zero tolerance 

legislation (Rivkin, 2009). Currently, a majority of teachers 
within the United States are obligated to follow zero toler-
ance policies, replete with mandatory consequences for spe-
cific behaviors. Considering what is known about students 
who exhibit challenging behaviors, particularly students 
receiving special education services due to emotional and/or 
behavior-related diagnoses, such problematic and even 
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threatening behaviors can be seen as communication 
(Greenspan & Wieder, 1998). Furthermore, these behaviors 
can be used to teach conflict resolution, decision making, and 
a host of other skills (Johnson & Johnson, 1996). When teach-
ers view students’ behavior as an opportunity for teaching, 
they not only address the students’ immediate behaviors but 
also provide students with tools that will benefit them in the 
long run as well (Morrison, 2007; Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & 
Riestenberg, 2006).

Unfortunately, zero tolerance policies often restrict this 
view of student behavior and require teachers to follow 
mandatory policies regarding punishment for certain behav-
iors. How do teachers manage to honor the unique needs of 
their students while at the same time adhering to uniform 
school discipline policies? In the remainder of this column, 
the problems with zero tolerance policies are addressed, 
beginning with a brief history of zero tolerance. Then, five 
principles are proposed and discussed as being potentially 
helpful to teachers, administrators, and school personnel 
who must navigate the tensions between policy and practice 
with regard to classroom discipline.

Brief History of Zero Tolerance
Zero tolerance policies, originally conceived within the 
criminal justice system, were first introduced into public 
schools in the mid-1990s with the passage of the Gun-Free 
Schools Act of 1994 (GFSA, 1994). These policies initially 
required a 1-year mandatory expulsion for any student 
caught with a weapon on campus but were subsequently 
modified to include a wide array of other offenses that man-
date specified consequences for various behaviors. Along 
with the passage of the GFSA came a greater reliance on 
exclusionary practices, such as in- and out-of-school sus-
pensions and the criminalization of behaviors that histori-
cally had been handled through in-house school discipline 
policies (Rivkin, 2009).

Whereas the proposed intent of the GFSA (1994) legisla-
tion was to promote school safety, indeed an understandable 
and essential aim, the bill itself gave discretionary freedom 
to administrators to modify the policy (Skiba & Peterson, 
1999). With time, school officials widened their definition 
of those student behaviors deemed worthy of expulsion, 
leading to what many consider an overly punitive form of 
school discipline that relies primarily on punishment and, in 
many cases, functions to exclude students from opportuni-
ties to learn (Advancement Project, 2010; Rivkin, 2009). 
Whereas some states limit the use of zero tolerance policies 
for only those offenses directly related to weapons and 
drugs, many states continue to apply mandatory suspen-
sions and expulsions for some of the most difficult-to-define 
behaviors, including fighting (in its broadest sense), insub-
ordination, and bullying. Many of these behaviors are not 
necessarily physically dangerous, but rather could be con-
sidered distracting, disorderly, or inappropriate.

Whereas the importance of maintaining safety in schools is 
obvious, many have suggested that the application of zero tol-
erance policies has reached illogical extremes (Advancement 
Project/Civil Rights Project, 2000; Skiba & Peterson, 1999), 
extremes that perpetuate, not alleviate, harm committed 
against students. For example, the Supreme Court, in the case 
of Goss v. Lopez (1975), ruled that it was inappropriate to 
deny a student an education due to poor behavior and required 
that when students are excluded from their traditional school 
placements for longer than 10 days, the school is required to 
provide equitable educational opportunities (Yell, 2012). In 
many cases, however, schools have found ways around such 
requirements, providing alternative educational opportunities 
that many would argue are substandard and simply further 
students’ educational frustrations (Brown, 2007). Students 
who are suspended from school for fewer than 10 days often 
are not given any type of alternative educational placement 
and are frequently prevented from making up missed work, 
which has been shown to increase the likelihood of academic 
failure (Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette, 2004).

It is important to note that the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) prevents a 
school from making a “long-term change” in placement, 
expelling, or suspending a student whose problematic 
behavior is determined to be a manifestation of the student’s 
disability. Furthermore, if a school has failed to provide the 
needed services to a student with a disability, IDEIA restrains 
the school from changing the student’s placement due to 
problematic behaviors. In spite of IDEIA protections and the 
requisite due process requirements, however, there is evi-
dence that special education students are more likely to be 
suspended or expelled from school than their peers (Raffaele-
Mendez, Knoff, & Ferron, 2002). Furthermore, some schools 
are substituting out-of-school suspensions with in-school 
suspensions, which involve removing students from their 
general education classroom placement while still requiring 
them to attend school. In-school suspensions currently do 
not fall within the purview of the due process legislation; 
thus, although schools may claim to be providing equitable 
educational opportunities for students who are excluded 
from routine classroom placements, there is extensive evi-
dence that even in-school suspensions may interfere with 
students’ educational success (Dupper, 2010). Indeed, an 
abundance of research has been conducted in recent years 
examining the (in)effectiveness of zero tolerance policies 
(see, for example American Psychological Association 
[APA], 2008; Ayers, Dohrn, and Ayers, 2001; Reyes, 2006; 
Skiba & Noam, 2001).

Implications of  
Zero Tolerance Policies
As noted, one area of concern regarding the potential out-
comes of zero tolerance policies relates to the potential 
increase in student academic failure. Researchers have 
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suggested that school failure contributes to poor student 
behavior in the classroom, creating what Christle et al. 
(2004) referred to as a “cycle of failure.” Students who get 
caught in this cycle of failure often end up being tracked 
into the school-to-prison pipeline where students are 
pushed out of school, landing on a track that for many leads 
to the juvenile justice system and ultimately to prison 
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2007). Furthermore, it has been 
well documented that this tracking is disproportionate 
according to race, gender, and disability (Fenning & Rose, 
2007; Raffaele-Mendez et al., 2002; Skiba et al., 2006). For 
example, Black male students are more likely to be placed 
in special education and are more likely to be suspended 
from school. Furthermore, students with EBD labels are 
three times more likely to be suspended or expelled than 
their nonlabeled peers (Caldarella et al., 2008). We suggest 
that by excluding students from school and academic 
opportunities, the very policies presumably designed to 
assist both students and teachers may end up exacerbating 
student misbehavior, widening the achievement gap, and 
increasing teachers’ frustrations as educators.

Beyond this cycle of failure, we argue that zero tolerance 
policies fall short of actually contributing to the creation of 
safe schools. Research findings related to zero tolerance 
policies tend to contradict the assumption that such policies 
are effective at creating safer schools (Ayers et al., 2001; 
Skiba & Noam, 2001). Moreover, zero tolerance policies 
may increase the link between the education system and the 
juvenile justice system, exacerbating student misbehavior 
and creating negative school climates (Advancement 
Project, 2010; Hyman & Snook, 2000). Abundant research 
has shown that negative school climates affect students and 
teachers alike, increasing both teacher turnover and student 
dropout rates (Christle et al., 2004; Grayson & Alvarez, 
2007). In fact, the APA (2008) has claimed that although it 
may seem intuitive that “removing disruptive students from 
school will make schools better places for those students 
who remain, or that severe punishment will improve the 
behavior of the punished student,” in reality, zero tolerance 
policies “have failed to achieve the goals of an effective 
system of school discipline” and certainly “run counter to 
our best knowledge of child development” (p. 860). The 
American Academy of Pediatrics (2003) has also come out 
with statements arguing for the end of zero tolerance poli-
cies. They called instead for disciplinary practices that work 
to increase students’ sense of belonging and ability to par-
ticipate in improving their own behaviors, while also pro-
viding the resources and support that teachers and the 
community may need to make such a shift possible.

There is evidence that zero tolerance policies may actu-
ally contribute to an ever-increasing sense of violence in the 
school environment (Hyman & Snook, 2000). Exclusionary 
discipline, mandated by zero tolerance policies, often serves 
to create antagonistic relationships between students and 

teachers, with students who might already feel isolated feel-
ing even more alienated when they are removed from day-
to-day school activities. Years of research on effective 
teaching has revealed that one characteristic of effective 
teaching is the ability to build positive relationships with 
students regardless of the students’ ability level. When 
those relationships are disrupted by excessively punitive 
disciplinary practices, the entire school climate inevitably 
suffers. New and veteran teachers alike are frustrated by 
their lack of disciplinary autonomy, and students are frus-
trated by the excessively punitive environment and the 
inability to learn from their behaviors (Noguera, 2003). 
Zero tolerance policies, with their one-size-fits-all conse-
quences, shift the focus of discipline away from helping 
students develop appropriate social and behavioral skills 
and potentially increase the likelihood that misbehavior will 
continue (Stinchcomb et al., 2006).

Certainly not every school or teacher applies zero toler-
ance in the same way, yet the existing evidence necessitates 
a close consideration of alternatives to zero tolerance poli-
cies (APA, 2008). Indeed, there are schools that use disci-
plinary practices based on the idea that every student 
behavior serves as some form of communication. Within 
these situations, the goal of discipline is to seek and put into 
place logical consequences that help students learn lifelong 
lessons about their behavior. Some of these programs have 
been designed for and successfully employed when working 
with children identified with emotional/behavioral chal-
lenges (see for example, Wearmouth, Mckinney, & Glynn, 
2007). Whereas some might argue that such programs are 
constructed by those who do not face the day-to-day chal-
lenges of living and working in public schools, a review of 
the literature of various disciplinary models (Evans & Lester, 
2010) revealed several disciplinary models being used in the 
United States and in other parts of the world in which alter-
native responses to challenging and even dangerous student 
behaviors have been successfully implemented. For exam-
ple, Cassidy and Jackson (2005) interviewed parents, stu-
dents, and school faculty at an alternative school in Canada 
for students who had been expelled from one or more schools 
for serious behavior problems. The participants described 
the school as a place that looked beyond deficit models of 
children and sought to create a safe learning environment 
for all of their students by establishing caring relationships, 
listening to students, adapting instruction, and taking a non-
reactive response to student behavior. Other programs that 
have shown success in creating safe schools are the 
Resolving Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP; DeJong, 
1993), Restorative Justice (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005), and 
the Peaceable Schools Movement (Lantieri & Patti, 2002; 
Patti & Tobin, 2001). These alternatives seek to meet stu-
dents’ emotional and social needs with resources that pro-
mote conflict resolution, mutual respect, and counseling 
services to help students deal with emotional and social 
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struggles. Furthermore, these alternatives often involve 
(a) school personnel who are trained to respond to students 
who are in crisis, (b) community services such as mentor-
ing and academic tutoring, and (c) social services that 
address the complexity of needs that many students bring 
with them to the school environment (Amstutz & Mullet, 
2005; Gossen, 2001; Lantieri & Patti, 2002; Noddings, 
2005).

Finally, in response to those who might be skeptical 
about alternatives to zero tolerance policies, it is important 
to consider the facts. The way discipline is done now—
exclusion in all its various forms—is not working. Many 
researchers and practitioners argue that zero tolerance poli-
cies are ineffective and contribute to the decline of positive 
school environments (APA, 2008; Hyman & Snook, 2000). 
So, what are teachers and administrators to do in the face of 
mandated zero tolerance policies? How should teachers 
navigate the tensions between what they are required to do 
and what they believe is beneficial to their students?

Principles for Practice
Although there are certainly no clear cut answers, five prin-
ciples should be considered when thinking about zero toler-
ance policies, particularly in relation to children who 
exhibit behaviors that are easily misinterpreted (Cassidy & 
Jackson, 2005; Danforth & Smith, 2005). These five prin-
ciples may assist in moving the conversation about zero 
tolerance policies forward.

Viewing Behavior as Communication
A student’s behavior is always communication of some 
sort, regardless of whether the student has been identified 
as having emotional/behavioral challenges. Developmental 
theory has confirmed that many children are not always 
capable of articulating what might frustrate or anger them, 
often resulting in the display of behaviors that might be 
deemed threatening or out of control (Greenspan & Wieder, 
1998). Because of this, it is important to carefully interpret 
behaviors. For example, words might not be easily acces-
sible to a child who has linguistic challenges. When such a 
child screams, hits, or behaves aggressively, it is possible 
that these behaviors are an attempt to communicate frustra-
tion or anger. An administrator at an alternative school 
discussed previously noted,

When a youth acts out and is explosive, it is some-
times because they [sic] finally feel safe to express 
what is really going on in their [sic] lives and the 
anger and hurt they [sic] feel. It is often this reactive 
behaviour that is the beginning of healing. I don’t see 
this as a negative. It can be positive. We take it in 
stride and absorb the youth’s pain, and work with it. 
(Cassidy & Jackson, 2005, p. 457)

Likewise, when students become aggressive, it is impor-
tant for teachers to view their behavior as communicative 
and seek to understand and address that behavior through 
such a lens. Zero tolerance policies often fail to view behav-
ior as communicative, and therefore they fall short of effec-
tively addressing students’ behaviors (APA, 2008).

Considering the Purpose of Discipline
Any approach to discipline should be pursued with the end 
goal in mind: to increase a student’s engaged learning time 
while also promoting his or her social and emotional health. 
As teachers view students’ behavior as communicative, 
they can then consider ways to address the various needs 
that students bring with them to the classroom and provide 
students with opportunities to learn how to deal with conflict, 
disappointment, and the very culture of schooling. Thus, 
even in a culture of mandated zero tolerance consequences, 
providing students who exhibit challenging behaviors with 
opportunities to explore their own anger and develop alterna-
tive strategies for resolving conflict are still essential for 
emotional and social growth (Johnson & Johnson, 1996). 
Even when a student’s behaviors are extreme and require 
that the student be suspended or placed in an alternative 
school, it is imperative that teachers and administrators 
continue to maintain high expectations of the student, not 
writing off the student as “hopeless,” but relentlessly work-
ing to help the student grow emotionally and eventually 
return to school (Casella, 2003).

Employing an Interdisciplinary Approach
For disciplinary approaches to be effective, it is critical that 
teachers are not isolated in dealing with challenging behav-
iors. Instead, schools should approach discipline with a 
team mentality—administrators, teachers, counselors, 
caregivers, and students should be part of the dialogue 
around how the school community can respond to distract-
ing and even dangerous behaviors (Stinchcomb et al., 2006). 
In an attempt to include all of the stakeholders, it is impor-
tant to not solely rely on a predetermined list of behaviors 
and set consequences or punishments for those behaviors 
but to consider ways to include various stakeholders in the 
decision-making process about consequences that are logi-
cal and that will lead to learning. Thus, even in an educa-
tional climate where zero tolerance policies require certain 
mandated consequences, the inclusion of various stakehold-
ers in decision-making processes about how discipline poli-
cies are implemented increases the likelihood that the child, 
not the policy, is the primary consideration. This perhaps 
can be most easily realized through the development of 
individualized educational programs constructed by an 
interdisciplinary team that can more aptly provide multiple 
perspectives on student behaviors and how to effectively 
respond to them.
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Fostering Safe and  
Respectful School Environments

Providing safe learning environments requires that teachers 
offer needed support to all students while also very care-
fully evaluating how students perceive and interact with the 
school environment (Kupchik, 2010). Does each student 
view the school as a safe place, one where he or she feels 
that his or her identity is valued and accepted? For exam-
ple, students who are consistently being removed from the 
school environment without fully understanding the reason 
for such consequences often develop antagonistic relation-
ships with teachers and staff, creating very unsafe condi-
tions. The notion of safety, then, must be conceived of more 
broadly, incorporating more than just physical safety. This 
will require that teachers listen to students’ concerns; that 
they look beyond their manifested behaviors to see what 
needs lie beneath; and that they approach all children with 
respect and care, even those students who exhibit severely 
aggressive behaviors. While zero tolerance policies appear 
to preclude such individual considerations, respect and care 
are possible even within such policies.

Becoming Proactive  
at Facilitating System Change
Zero tolerance policies are political; as such, they require 
that stakeholders, particularly teachers and principals, par-
ents and students, become active in bringing about systemic 
change. Everyone involved in the educational process should 
be included in those conversations that establish local poli-
cies regarding discipline. First, schools need a system that 
more effectively differentiates between those behaviors 
that are deemed physically dangerous, worthy of school 
expulsion, and those behaviors that can and should be dealt 
with in-house. Whereas there is a need for systems to be in 
place that address behaviors that are indeed dangerous, 
there is also a need to reevaluate what types of behaviors 
are considered dangerous. This reevaluation should occur 
with the expertise of teachers and other school staff sitting 
at the table. Certainly there are some student behaviors that 
do necessitate the temporary removal of students from their 
current educational placements (i.e., bringing a weapon to 
school); however, removing students from educational 
placements for less serious offenses (i.e., excessive talking 
or chewing gum) deprives students of educational access 
and eliminates the opportunity to learn from their conse-
quences (Noguera, 2008; Skiba, Rausch, & Ritter, 2004). 
Zero tolerance policy studies have shown that merely dealing 
with the most dangerous of behaviors does not address the 
core issues of concern and ultimately fails to create safe 
learning environments (Advancement Project, 2010; 

Kupchik, 2010). Teachers who wish to advocate for their 
students, particularly students identified as having various 
disabilities, have a right to be a part of these conversations.

Second, it is important to work with schoolwide, district, 
and state administrators toward the reallocation of resources 
that address students’ needs. Certainly funding should be 
channeled to address disciplinary challenges and to create 
safe school environments; however, very little research has 
shown that spending money to install metal detectors or hire 
more school safety officers actually ensures those outcomes 
(Kupchik, 2010). Furthermore, such interventions fail to 
provide the support that classroom teachers are asking for. 
Thus, rather than spending money on metal detectors or uni-
formed police officers, money would be better spent funding 
counseling services, teacher salaries such that class size can 
be reduced, professional development for school staff about 
alternatives to zero tolerance practices, and educational pro-
grams that address students’ physical, emotional, and social 
needs (Cassidy & Jackson, 2005; Noddings, 2005; Riordan, 
2006). For such budgetary changes to occur, however, teach-
ers, administrators, and other stakeholders need to become 
more politically engaged in educational decision making.

Conclusion
A large body of research on zero tolerance policies has 
failed to yield evidence that expulsion, suspensions, and 
other punitive approaches to discipline actually help to cre-
ate safe schools. In addition, such policies often contribute 
to the failure of many students, particularly students with 
emotional and behavioral disorders, and increase the num-
ber of youth who are caught up in the school-to-prison 
pipeline. Yet the policies remain—policies that are ineffec-
tive at best and counterproductive at worst. To shift to a 
more effective, safe, and caring disciplinary structure will 
require that systemic practices are not simply evaluated but 
radically reconfigured. After years of research suggesting that 
there is no evidence for the continued use of zero tolerance 
policies, it is time to redesign school discipline in ways that 
will support teachers and students alike and move toward cre-
ating safe schools. Whereas teachers may not have the neces-
sary political power to create systemic change in the short 
term, they can work toward changes in their own classroom 
discipline practices while concurrently joining with others to 
advocate for those necessary systemic changes. Countless 
students deserve the chance to work through emotional, social, 
and behavioral challenges and be afforded equitable educa-
tional opportunities. Short-term solutions, such as zero toler-
ance policies, neither help students who need the most social, 
emotional, and behavioral support (APA, 2008; Stinchcomb 
et al., 2006) nor ensure safe schools. It is time to move forward 
toward viable solutions and alternatives.
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