
All students seem to have a clear understanding about how the zero-tolerance policy in 
their schools work in regards to having weapons at school. What is not as clear to some 
students is what other types of violence are tolerated. 

When asked about the zero-tolerance policies at his school, Brendon*, a middle school 
student, said he has seen it strictly enforced. He said if a youth throws a punch and the 
targeted youth retaliates, both students will be disciplined. It is best to let a teacher know 
about an unsafe situation so they can help. Brendon said he believes many students get 
themselves into trouble when they try to take care of these situations on their own. 

On the other hand, Dustin*, a high school student, reported he was being bullied one 
day by a peer. When Dustin walked up to the other student, the aggressor backed-up, 
tripped over something on the fl oor, and scraped his shoulder on a cabinet. As a result, 
Dustin got two lunch detentions because the teacher felt Dustin was intimidating the other 
student. The conclusion of this situation could have been different if Dustin would have 
sought the help of an adult in his school.
Not all policies are perfect, but…

Administrators agree that violence in schools can directly impact a student’s success. 
Zero-tolerance policies, while not all perfect, 
have created opportunities for teachers 
to talk about the issues surrounding 
violence with their students and have 
encouraged students to report acts of 
violence and seek help. 

“While there are no magic wands 
to make these problems go away, better 
policies are more effective at making 
victims feel like staff is on their side and 
there is someone to report to when it 
gets to that point,” Rogers said.

*Youth names have been changed to respect 
confi dentiality.

Violence comes in many forms: bullying, theft, intimidation, weapons, cyber-
bullying, and even text-messaging. Almost any student could tell you about at 
least one form of violence they have witnessed on school grounds. This is a 
fact that can be scary to any teen. 

Zero-tolerance policies
To help address the issue of growing violence within schools, districts all over the 

United States in the 1990s adopted zero-tolerance policies. Bill Rogers, principal of the 
Newberg Off-Campus Alternative Program for high school youth in Newberg, Ore., said, “The 
heightened concern…in school was a direct result of the school shootings at 
Thurston High School and Columbine, among others.” 

The disciplinary policy differences from school to school and district to district can be 
pretty dramatic. Where some schools in the United States consider small pocket knives 
weapons, and will immediately expel students found carrying them, other schools defi ne 
weapons on case-by-case bases. Rogers says that Newberg schools base their weapons 
policies on FBI recommendations.

Dan Busch, assistant principal at Mountain View Middle School in Newberg, Ore., said, 
“The school district has clear policies regarding weapons. Possessing a weapon at school 
for the purpose of causing harm to others is an automatic one-calendar-year expulsion with 
no obligation on the school district to provide any educational services.”

“…Most zero tolerance policies come about to end the debate of what happens to a 
student if they commit a certain act, whether that be weapons, drug distribution, or other 
serious offenses,” Busch said. “It allows schools to be able to say for certain, ‘This is what 
will happen if you do these things, and there will be no warnings. Zero means zero.’”

But these rules are in place to protect students and make them feel safer in an 
environment where they spend up to eight hours of their day. No matter how many poli-
cies are in place, however, adults in the schools cannot keep teens as safe as possible 
if students simply keep bullying to themselves. Busch said the most important thing for 
a student to do if he or she feels unsafe at school is to “report it… I cannot emphasize 
enough how important it is for students to report that they are being threatened.” 
Youth perspective

Do zero-tolerance policies really help students feel safer? It depends on who you ask. 

Start your journey at 
www.unt.edu/myjourney
or make reservations to tour our 

campus at 940-565-4104.       

America’s 100 Best College 
Buys®

UNT has opportunities I wouldn’t get anywhere else.
Just finished rehearsal. Our jazz ensemble is performing at
The Crested Butte Music Festival. It’s amazing playing with
such a talented group of guys. And Dr. Murphy always treats
us like we're on his level and pushes us creatively. 
It’s been an inspirational journey that has shaped who I am.
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No one should feel unsafe at school. Speak up 
to adults if bullying gets out of hand.


