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Positive School Climate  

Promoting Positive School Environments 
 

 
What is Zero Tolerance Discipline? 
Beginning in the 1980s, schools across the country 
began to turn to zero-tolerance discipline policies.i 
These policies result in an automatic punishment for 
students when a rule is violated, regardless of how 
minor such a violation may be. 
 

What is the Result of Zero Tolerance Discipline?  
As a result of these policies, the number of young people who 
were expelled from school increased dramatically, with minority 
youth affected at disproportionate rates.ii The U.S. Department 
of Education Office for Civil Rights reported that, in 2011, 
African American youth were suspended and expelled at three 
times the rate of their Caucasian peers.iii Students with 
disabilities, meanwhile, were two times as likely as their peers to 
receive an out-of-school suspension.iv These disparate impacts 
were seen throughout the educational continuum, beginning in 
preschool, and continuing through high school.v  
 
In many instances, zero tolerance disciplinary measures serve as 
a funnel for youth in to the juvenile justice system. In 2011 
alone, schools reported that 260,000 students were referred to 
law enforcement for school-based behaviors.vi Of these, 92,000 
students were arrested.vii  
 

The Dangers of Suspension 
Zero-tolerance discipline policies often harm, rather than help, 
youth in schools. States, including Maryland, have found that 
suspension is not a successful deterrent to problem behaviors, 
and that in some cases, they may actually serve to increase 
student misbehavior. Studies have also shown that such 
practices can lead to lower educational achievement and a 
greater likelihood that students will drop out of school. High 
school drop outs, meanwhile, are considerably more likely than 
high school graduates to be incarcerated.  
 
Long-term suspension and expulsion practices pose greater 
dangers to youth when compared with in-school interventions 
and alternative services. The National Coordinating Committee on School Health and Safety reported that suspension 
and expulsion lead not only to lowered academic outcomes, but also to delinquent behaviors and substance abuse. 
They further noted that the children most likely to be suspended were those who were most in need of the assistance 
and supervision of professionals.  
 
Any approach to stem the school-to-prison pipeline should take into account the best evidence we have of what works. 
This includes reducing referrals to the juvenile justice system. For those youth who are referred, we must reduce the use 

CJJ Policy Position: 

Ensure School Engagement 

 

Young people should spend their days in 

schools preparing to become educated, 

productive adults, not in the court system. 

Partnerships between educators, school 

resource officers, other law enforcement 

representatives, parents, and students are 

essential to meet the varied needs of 

individual students. These partnerships 

should help ensure school engagement by 

emphasizing and supporting inclusion and 

effective responses to youth at risk, versus 

exclusion or responses that seek to remove 

rather than resolve problems generated by 

students who may disengage, become 

disruptive, or experience academic and/or 

social failure in school. 

 

To this end, every school environment should 

be welcoming to students and families, and 

designed for student success. Policies such as 

“zero tolerance” and other school disciplinary 

policies and practices have had negative 

results for students, especially students from 

racial/ethnic minority groups and those with 

special needs and other disabilities. In some 

cases, such policies exclude students from 

schools and push them into juvenile and adult 

justice systems. 
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of out-of-home placement and increase the use of community-based interventions that focus on addressing unmet 
needs. 
 

Finding Solutions That Work 
Better solutions are available. The strategies that work best are those that rely on a mix of public-private partnerships 
and support, broad-based involvement from system actors, and community stakeholders including families and youth. 
To learn more about these partnerships, please view CJJ’s 2001 report to the President, Congress, and the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, entitled “Abandoned in the Back Row: New Lessons in Education and 
Delinquency Prevention.” In this report, CJJ pinpointed specific strategies and qualities of supportive school settings 
serving low income and at-risk populations. Such supportive schools and educational settings involve parents and 
family members, seek to develop young people’s strengths and personal assets, and create positive environments for 
communication and learning. 
 
Improving school climate is vital to our young people’s futures. The efficacy and integrity of the juvenile justice system 
are threatened if school and juvenile justice sanctions are disproportionately applied to specific races and ethnic 
groups. 
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