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Purpose of Our Study
Zero tolerance policies stem from the Gun-Free Schools Act 
and have been applied to everything from firearms to over-
the-counter medications. This review outlines some of the 
main arguments for and against such policies.

What We Learned
• Some argue that a zero tolerance policy would deter 

school violence and the use of illicit drugs and alcohol, 
leading to fewer student suspensions and expulsions.

• Critics, however, assert that zero tolerance policies do 
not deter the behaviors they punish and lead to increased 
suspensions and expulsions.

• Studies indicate that suspension and expulsion are not ef-
fective disciplinary tools for students and do not treat the 
underlying problem of substance abuse.

• Evidence based on the DARE program suggests that students 
who attend antidrug education programs tend to persist in 
their behaviors and attitudes toward drug use beyond high 
school and have lower self-esteem than that of other students.  

Key Implications
• Current research suggests that children with problem be-

haviors need individualized treatment that extends beyond 
the punishment phase. 

• Better systematic approaches are needed to help school 
administrators properly identify high-risk behaviors and to 
lead the affected students toward alternative ways of learn-
ing rather than simply barring them from school.
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INTRODUCTION 

Recent years have seen a surge in the implementation by school districts across the 

country of so-called “zero tolerance” policies, applied to everything from firearms to 

over-the-counter medications. Accompanying this phenomenon has been a marked 

increase in the number of student suspensions and expulsions resulting from the 

implementation of zero tolerance policies. Empirical research on zero tolerance 

policies and their resulting effects has developed only in the last several years but raises 

a number of important questions and concerns. Chief among these are: “Do zero 

tolerance policies in schools substantially reduce incidences of deviant behavior?” and, 

“What are the societal consequences of the current trend of suspension and expulsion 

of students who violate these policies?” While those who support zero tolerance in 

schools will argue that it is, in fact, an effective tool in maintaining healthy and safe 

school environments, opponents of zero tolerance are supported by mounting evidence 

showing the opposite to be true. This review presents a brief history of the zero 

tolerance trend and outlines some of the main arguments for and against such policies.  

 

HISTORY 

The idea of zero tolerance (be it for guns, violence, or drug use) is an outgrowth of the 

“law and order,” “tough on crime,” and “war on drugs” mentalities of the 1960s, ‘70s, 

and ‘80s, respectively. The term “zero tolerance” most likely saw its first use in the 

early to mid-1980s, when various branches of the military began cracking down on 

illicit drug use within the ranks (CQ Researcher 2000). The Anti-Drug Abuse Act 

(ADAA) of 1986 followed close on the heels of an increase in federal seizures of 

property (for possession of illicit drugs and/or connection with the commission of drug-
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related crimes), and resulted in the expansion of listed offenses requiring mandatory 

minimum sentencing. Furthermore, the ADAA contained the Drug-Free Schools and 

Communities Act (DFSCA), which required public schools to implement policies 

prohibiting alcohol and drug use by students. The DFSCA was the direct predecessor to 

the Safe and Drug-Free Schools Act and the Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA), both of 

which were passed in 1994. The latter of these, the GFSA, is directly responsible for the 

rise and expansion of current zero tolerance policies in the nation’s schools. 

 

The GFSA was written specifically to encourage zero tolerance in schools for the 

possession of firearms or other explosive devices and was a direct response to the 

apparent increase of violent crimes perpetrated by students on school property (Insley 

2001). The GFSA makes federal funding for public schools conditional on each state’s 

implementation of legislation that requires a minimum one-year expulsion for any 

student who brings a firearm to his or her school. Nowhere in the language of the GFSA 

are there requirements for zero tolerance policies regarding the use of alcohol and/or 

illicit drugs by students in the public schools. What has happened in recent years, 

however, is that individual states (under the leeway granted them by the GFSA and 

subsequent amendments) have broadened their zero tolerance policies to include use 

of drugs/alcohol in schools or associated events. These policies often include 

mandatory suspensions and/or expulsions for violations. Furthermore, many school 

districts include in their interpretations such seemingly mundane and harmless items as 

cough drops, non-prescription painkillers, and asthma inhalers. One result is dramatic 

increases in the numbers of student suspensions, expulsions, and referrals to the 

criminal justice system.  

 

PROS AND CONS OF THE ZERO TOLERANCE APPROACH 

While some have called zero tolerance a war against youth, reflecting society’s 

abandonment of its children who are most needy (Giroux 2001), a range of other 

arguments have been used to support zero tolerance policies in schools. These include 

the need to reduce violent incidents and crime, to maintain order and civility within the 

school environment, and to deter gang activity. In large part, these arguments fall under 

the umbrella of deterrence. The assumption is that by deterring students from falling 

into the trap of alcohol and drug use, one will also prevent them from getting involved 

in other unsavory behaviors that often go hand in hand with drug and alcohol abuse.  
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The most frequently voiced argument in favor of using a zero tolerance approach to the 

problem of drug and alcohol use by students is that zero tolerance will deter such 

behavior. If students see that drug and/or alcohol use will not be tolerated and that all 

offenses will be punished severely, no matter how minor, proponents argue that they 

will refrain from using those substances. This attitude is a direct descendant of the “get 

tough” mentality described above. In fact, the American Academy of Pediatrics calls for 

zero tolerance policies against tobacco, alcohol, and other drug use at school and at all 

school-sponsored or sanctioned activities (http://www.aap.org/policy/00784.html). 

 

EFFECTS ON VIOLENCE AND DRUGS AND/OR ALCOHOL USE 

Perhaps the biggest criticism against zero tolerance policies is that the policies simply 

do not deter the behaviors that they punish. For starters, if zero tolerance were a 

successful deterrent to youth violence, then we would expect to find accompanying 

drops in violent and deviant behavior among students (Skiba 2000). In fact, there 

appears to be little or no change; in some cases, the statistics are changing for the 

worse.  

 

Arguably, a successful zero tolerance policy would also deter drug and alcohol use, 

and we would expect to see a decrease in the number of student suspensions and 

expulsions for such behavior. In contrast, the opposite is the case. For example, in 

Massachusetts the number of students suspended for a period of ten days or more rose 

from 983 in 1992-93 to 1,498 in 1996-97; in Chicago, student expulsions have risen 

from a mere fourteen in 1992-93 to 737 in 1998–99. Meanwhile, there were more than 

3.1 million zero tolerance-related student suspensions in 1997 alone, and more than 

eighty-seven thousand expulsions in 1998 (Wasser 1999). These numbers are expected 

to continue to rise. 

 

The problem is further compounded by the individual states’ varying—and often very 

broad—interpretations and definitions of what constitutes a drug. Mandatory 

punishments often target innocent children who pose little or no threat to school safety 

(Graham Tebo 2000; Cerrone 1999). In some cases, children have been suspended or 

even expelled from school for sharing a cough drop or an asthma inhaler with an ailing 

fellow student.  
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Until recently, few systematic research efforts have examined the effects of zero 

tolerance policies in schools. Russ Skiba of the Indiana Education Policy Center at 

Indiana University notes that “across both the ERIC and PsycInfo data bases, only four 

data-based evaluations of any school security measures were published in scholarly 

journals between 1988 and 1999” (Skiba 2000, p. 5). Of the research that has been 

done, the majority deals with issues of school violence (fights, weapons, etc.), 

understandable when viewed in the light of recent school shootings and other violent 

incidents. There are, however, still lessons to be learned from this existing research. 

 

Chief among these lessons is that suspension and expulsion of students are not effective 

disciplinary tools. Studies have consistently found, for example, that up to 40 percent of 

school suspensions are due to repeat offenders. For these students, suspension ceases to 

be a punishment, and the repeated suspensions may often contribute to dropping out of 

school entirely. For example, data from the national High School and Beyond (HSB) 

longitudinal survey reveals that 31 percent of sophomore dropouts had been previously 

suspended from school. In contrast, only 10 percent of children who remained in 

school had been suspended more than once. Furthermore, suspension may only 

“accelerate the course of delinquency by providing a troubled youth with little parental 

supervision more opportunities to socialize with deviant peers” (Skiba 2000, p. 14). 

 

Finally, there is the issue of whether zero tolerance policies actually help to reduce 

student drug and/or alcohol use. This much is certain: by simply removing an offender 

from the school environment, one does not treat the underlying problem of substance 

use and abuse. In addition, while schools may employ a zero tolerance policy towards 

student drug and alcohol use, many students receive mixed messages about the very 

same topic from family members, popular media, and other sources. 

 

EDUCATIONAL AND PSYCHOSOCIAL EFFECTS 

In a recent review, Insley (2001) argues that the psychological effects of zero tolerance 

are counter-productive to healthy children. Leading psychologists have spoken out 

against zero tolerance policies, charging that such policies are inconsistent with healthy 

childhood development. One concern is that zero tolerance policies, while punishing 

children severely, offer little in the way of positive instructional or rehabilitation 

opportunities. In addition to affecting students’ desire and ability to learn, zero 

tolerance policies may destroy any willingness among students to confide in adult 
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authority figures. Instead, they aggravate misbehavior and alienate children, especially 

at-risk children (Insley 2001). Furthermore, student reactions to intrusive methods 

commonly associated with zero tolerance policies, such as locker or strip searches, can 

lead to continued student aggression and acting out, which invariably lead to further 

disciplinary measures. In some extreme cases, students have been so negatively 

affected as to be diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder (Skiba 2000). 

 

Another concern of zero tolerance opponents is the educational ramifications of 

widespread student suspensions and expulsions. Although the GFSA did not prevent 

states from providing alternative education, its major failing is that it did not mandate 

alternative education for affected students. Although alternative education programs 

were specifically called for in a pro-zero tolerance statement by the American Academy 

of Pediatrics, to date, only a handful of states—among them Connecticut, Hawai‘i, and 

Kentucky—make any kind of educational provisions for students adversely affected by 

zero tolerance policies (Insley 2001). And, even with these alternatives in place, there is 

no guarantee that students will partake of their availability. 

 

The startling lack of alternative programs raises the question: where do these children 

who have been suspended or expelled go? Unfortunately, many of those affected end up 

in the very places that prompted concerned officials to implement zero tolerance policies 

in the first place: in gangs, on the streets, involved in increasingly deviant behaviors 

(Goodman 2001). Even worse, in some cases suspension and expulsion are deliberately 

used to weed out undesirable students (Skiba and Peterson 2000). For those students who 

ultimately return to school, they are marginalized members of the school community, 

ostracized by fellow students and/or school personnel, and face lifetime opportunity costs 

associated with lost academic time. Moreover, several studies suggest major disparities 

between ethnic and socioeconomic groups in the application of punishment, which 

targets lower-income youth and youth of color (Giroux 2001; Skiba and Petersen 1999). 

 

LESSONS FROM DARE  

Although little research exists that directly or specifically relates to the effectiveness of 

zero tolerance policies on drug and alcohol use in schools, there is a fair amount of 

data on the effectiveness of antidrug education programs. These programs—most 

notably the nationwide DARE (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) program—are very 

popular among school administrators, parents, and law-enforcement officials. Despite 
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their documented ineffectiveness in combating drug use, DARE programs often go 

hand-in-hand with zero tolerance policies in schools. 

 

The most recent study of more than one thousand young adults who had been eligible 

to receive DARE training yielded findings consistent with prior research documenting 

little to no effect (Lynam and Milich 1999). The study tracked the drug use, peer 

pressure, and self-esteem of 1,429 sixth-grade students who began the program in the 

1987–88 school year. About 76 percent of them completed the DARE training. Data 

from the recent ten-year follow-up included 1,002 of the initial sample, all between the 

ages of nineteen and twenty-one. The findings suggested that participation in the DARE 

program was unrelated to behavior or attitudes in all four categories of drugs (tobacco, 

alcohol, marijuana, and other illicit drugs) at age twenty. In other words, whether or not 

a student had completed DARE training as a teenager had no discernable effect on his 

or her behavior or attitudes with regard to drug use at age twenty. The study also 

suggested some unintended consequences of the DARE program. In particular, a 

student’s DARE status in the sixth grade was negatively related to his or her sense of 

self-esteem at age twenty. That is, those students who had completed DARE training 

reported lower levels of self-esteem than did their counterparts who had received no 

DARE training.  

 

Thus, as others have argued, on top of negligible effects on undesirable behaviors, the 

hidden effects of zero tolerance policies include threats to students’ self-esteem, as well 

as other unintended consequences of harsh punishments such as resentment and 

countercoercion among students. In summary, we reiterate that although schools must 

deal with complex and serious choices to make a safe learning environment, it is clear 

that “the school punishments that are central to zero tolerance policies have not been 

studied enough to determine whether they yield benefits sufficient to outweigh the well-

documented and troubling side-effects of punishment procedures” (Skiba 2000, p. 14). 

 

CONCLUSION 

Where do we go from here? The emerging research seriously questions the effectiveness 

of the current trend of zero tolerance policies in our schools. The data suggest that 

these policies are not only not working, but are also creating a larger problem. More 

children are being pushed out of school, often with no viable alternatives for learning. 

However, drug and alcohol abuse continues to be a major problem, so the question 
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remains: how do we effectively deal with students who are found to be using tobacco, 

alcohol, or other drugs while in school? Perhaps, as one researcher has suggested, we 

need to move zero tolerance policies away from addressing the punishment phase 

exclusively. Her suggestions include the following (Goodman 2001, p. 3): 

 

• Understand the motivation for the behavior. 

• Consider the individual(s) involved. 

• Assess any underlying mental illness. 

• Have multisystem involvement: child, family, school, community resources. 

• Educate youngsters about being responsible for themselves and each other. 

• Destigmatize mental illness. 

• Incorporate common sense. 

• Increase and improve child mental health services. 

 
These suggestions imply that children should be treated according to their individual 

needs and that their needs should be addressed in multiple ways. Although they may 

not be the exact solution for all schools, the bottom line is to develop a more effective 

and fair way to deal with a problem that needs more than a “zero tolerance” approach 

to be successful. 

 

Figure 1. Student releases at Kamehameha Schools 
[by academic year] 
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