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Finally, some sanity may return to 'zero tolerance' policies
3:23 PM, May. 13, 2011 |
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The General Assembly is moving toward a
sensible zero-tolerance policy for possession of
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Now, if a student is found with a weapon the
punishment is a 365-day suspension, period, with
no exceptions. This could apply even if the student
found the weapon on campus and immediately
turned it in, or accidentally brought it from home, as
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in the case of a student who took the wrong lunch
bag, one that had a paring knife in it.
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The bill approved by the Senate on a 50-0 vote Wednesday limits
suspensions of more than 10 days “to those violations … that
either threaten the safety of students, staff, or school visitors or
threaten to substantially disrupt the educational environment.”
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The 365-day suspension would be recommended only when the
weapons violation was inconsistent with school district policies
and could not be imposed if the student found or was given the
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The 1994 federal law mandating one year out of class for
possession of a firearm or destructive device on school grounds
remains in place, but the new state law would allow school
officials to decide what is or is not a firearm or destructive device.
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The state law appears to give districts an opening to impose
zero-tolerance policies on their own, though the provisions are
fuzzy enough that any such policy probably would wind up in court.
We hope no district gives in to the temptation to act tougherthan-thou, considering the catastrophic effect such laws already
have had on the lives of young people.
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According to USA Today, “Students have been expelled for
Halloween costumes that included paper swords and fake spiked
knuckles, as well as for possessing rubber bands, slingshots
and toy guns — all violations of anti-weapons policies.
“A second-grader from Alexandria, La., was booted for bringing
her grandfather's gold-plated pocket watch to school; the
timepiece had a tiny knife attached.”
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Make no mistake about it: a 365-day suspension amounts to
expulsion. The student probably never will return to school,

5. Asheville billboard raises concern

making it all but impossible to earn a living as an adult without
turning to crime.
Like many ideas that are basically sensible, zero tolerance
becomes absurd if taken to extremes. “Zero tolerance and
expulsion don't have to go hand in hand,” Ronald Stephens,
executive director of the National School Safety Center, said in
USA Today. “Zero tolerance simply means all misbehavior will
have some sanction. It doesn't mean you bring the maximum
punishment for every transgression.”
“When you have a zero-tolerance policy, a first-grader who
accidentally leaves a toy pistol in his book bag can get the same
punishment as a child who brings a gun to school with the
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