Zero Tolerance
Policies

for Nonviolent Offenses
SEF Position

SEF supports the implementation of non-punitive,
restorative discipline practices and the elimination
of zero tolerance policies for nonviolent offenses.

Background
In schools across the South, punitive disciplinary practices subject students to higher rates of suspension or expulsion for certain offenses.
Zero tolerance in schools originated in 1994 as a repercussion of The
Gun Free Schools Act, which required states to expel for one year any
student who brought a firearm to school, at the risk of losing federal
funding.1 Over the last two decades, these policies have been used in
schools as a red line to prompt immediate suspension or expulsion for
students who commit a wide range of violent and nonviolent offenses;
however, zero tolerance policies have been scrutinized by academics,
practitioners, and family advocates for their unchecked and biased use.
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Since their introduction, zero tolerance policies have disproportionately affected students of color,
primarily African American students. Data from the U.S. Department of Education’s Civil Rights
Data Collection (CRDC) and the Council on State Government show that African American boys in
secondary schools are three times more likely to be suspended or expelled than White males, and
African American females in secondary schools are suspended at rates 45 times higher than White
females.2 Additionally, data from the Equity Project at Indiana University show that White students
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are more likely to be disciplined for more objectively negative behaviors, such as smoking and
vandalism, while students of color are disciplined more at the subjective discretion of teachers and
administrators, usually for factors such as disrespect or excessive noise.3 Opponents of zero tolerance
policies claim that while their stated intention is to foster safer school environments by holding
students accountable for their actions, the policies’ application has turned them into an excuse for
delivering harsh punishments for minor offenses.
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SEF Recommendations
•

Replace zero tolerance policies with discipline policies focused on explicit teaching of socialemotional strategies and restorative justice practices that support young people in learning
key skills and developing responsibility for themselves and their community.

•

Eliminate referrals to law enforcement for all nonviolent, noncriminal offenses by developing
model school discipline policies and memoranda of understanding (MOUs) that clarify the
roles and responsibilities of school resource officers (SROs).

•

Provide professional development to all adults in the school building in restorative justice, positive behavioral supports, and implicit bias.
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