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introDuct ion

Too Much Discipline

A six-year-old Latino boy, Albert, was led into the court-
room by a bailiff.1 Albert was very quiet, timidly answering 
the judge’s questions in a soft voice as he stood before the 
judge along with his mother and aunt. Albert attended first 
grade at a local school, and had been arrested for threaten-
ing a teacher: his teacher refused to give him his “treats,” so 
Albert said he would bring “a gun and a bomb” to school. 
This prompted the school to call the police and have him 
arrested. With no argument from the prosecutor, the case was 
dismissed by the judge, who then complained about how he 
had been receiving “a Niagara of cases like this due to zero-
tolerance policies,” which he called “counterproductive.”2

I wrote this field note about Albert while doing research for a previous book 
about prosecuting youth in juvenile and criminal courts; his case led me 

to be curious about school discipline and security. Of course, any child who 
threatens violence, especially life-threatening violence on such a large scale, 
should be reprimanded and taught that such threats are inappropriate. The 
school should also talk to the child’s parents, both to let them know about 
the problem and to determine whether the child has access to weapons. But 
it seems unlikely that any child of that age could understand the full implica-
tions of such a threat. The judge, prosecutor, and defense attorney in this case 
agreed, as indicated by the fact that they quickly and readily agreed to dismiss 
the case, and also by the fact that they criticized the school for calling the 
police to arrest Albert.
 Another way to look at this case is to say “better safe than sorry,” and to 
argue that any threat of such large-scale violence should lead to an arrest 
because there is always some chance that he could follow through with it. 
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But this position assumes that there are no costs to the school’s actions—
that there is no harm in responding aggressively, only in not responding 
aggressively enough—which is dangerously naive. Even though the case was 
dismissed, one has to wonder how this experience will affect Albert as he 
matures. He certainly appeared scared. Will he be intimidated by and shy 
away from teachers, school administrators, or police? Teachers at Albert’s 
school undoubtedly discussed the incident, and it is possible that they might 
have feared Albert after his arrest and treated him differently—as trouble-
some and potentially violent—throughout the rest of his academic career. 
And how might his fellow classmates treat him—with fear and awe or as 
someone to steer clear of? Each of these possibilities could substantially shape 
his future life by reducing his attachment to school and increasing the like-
lihood that he becomes delinquent in the future.3 One might also wonder 
how Albert’s mother and aunt, who came to court with him, were influenced 
by the incident, and whether they became more cynical about the police and 
the school. Moreover, Albert’s arrest commanded time and resources from 
the school, the police, and the courts, each of which is already overburdened, 
especially in impoverished urban areas like the one where Albert lives. 
 Considering the potentially harmful consequences of certain reactions to 
students’ misbehavior, it is clear that the full effects of events like this need to 
be brought to light. That is the aim of this book: to think critically about the 
full effects of contemporary school discipline.4

 Most schools across the United States now respond more aggressively to 
misbehavior than in years past. Zero-tolerance policies, which require pun-
ishments for any violation of a certain rule regardless of the severity of that 
violation, are an important element of the new world of school discipline. For 
example, Albert may have attended school in a district that has a zero-toler-
ance rule for threats of violence, meaning that any threat of violence must 
be reported to the police as a criminal offense. In this scenario, the district 
probably had in mind older students who have a higher potential for real 
violence, but no matter, the zero-tolerance rule requires school administrators 
to follow the rule with a “one size fits all” approach that does not allow them 
to distinguish between different degrees of seriousness or between juveniles of 
different ages.
 U.S. schools have indeed drawn up more zero-tolerance rules recently, but 
they have also done much more.5 Schools now commonly use surveillance 
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cameras, security guards, and police officers. Usually, the security guards work 
for the school and are unarmed; but schools across the country have also wel-
comed armed and uniformed police officers, who are stationed on the prem-
ises full-time. These officers, often called school resource officers (SROs), are 
hired by, trained by, and supervised by the police department, not the schools. 
Schools also commonly use drug-sniffing police dogs to search students or 
their possessions. Some schools have even taken to strip-searching students.6 
Together these practices constitute a discipline regime that is the new home-
room security.
 I examine these trends in detail in the chapters that follow. Though I will 
discuss a more nuanced understanding for why schools have ratcheted up 
their security and punishment practices, on the surface at least it is a response 
to crime and violence in schools. Citizens, and especially parents, are reason-
ably disturbed and frightened by school crime. These fears rise tremendously 
when we see an incident as shocking and disturbing as the 1999 killings at 
Columbine High School, where two students killed twelve people and them-
selves and injured many others in a rampage that has come to symbolize the 
worst-case scenario of school violence. Overall our society views youth as 
innocent and vulnerable, and so it offends our sensibilities to think that they 
are exposed to violence when in school, especially such a murderous ram-
page. We also want our schools to provide our children with a quality educa-
tion, and this requires safety—students who fear for their safety will be absent 
from school more often, and when they do attend, they will be less able to 
concentrate on their academic work. For parents, it is anxiety-producing just 
to send our children to school, where we cannot watch over them and protect 
them—if we believe that our children are in danger at these schools, our anxi-
ety grows exponentially. 
 These fears and insecurities are powerful motivators. In response to these 
fears, many pro-security advocates argue that we need to hire more police to 
work in schools and purchase more security technology, such as surveillance 
cameras, since these strategies will help reduce crime and violence in school. 
Some critics of these strategies point out that fears of school violence do not 
reflect reality, since schools are among the safest place for children to be; that 
overreactions to a perceived crisis have resulted in policies that are counter-
productive; and that costly, time-consuming delinquency-prevention mea-
sures would be better directed toward after-school or community programs.7 
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But the pro-security response to these criticisms is very convincing, since it 
stokes our fear that vulnerable children will be hurt. Arguments against more 
security measures often rely on social science research, which is no match in 
the public arena for the argument that even a single school homicide neces-
sitates enhanced school security measures. 
 Part of the problem is that most Americans are so wedded to a particular 
solution to the problem of school crime, despite a lack of evidence that the 
solution works. Strategies such as police in schools, security cameras, and 
zero-tolerance measures resonate with widely shared ideas about crime pre-
vention: that more police and punishments will keep us (and our children) 
safe.8 Discussions about these strategies usually ignore the fact that they 
may lead students to perceive school discipline procedures as unfair, even 
though the existing research tells us that one of the best ways to reduce 
school crime is to enhance students’ perceptions that rules and punish-
ments are just.9 Moreover, these strategies have been implemented across 
the United States without any critical discussion or sound evaluation of 
their effectiveness. 
 Such a discussion and debate is sorely needed. As I illustrate in the follow-
ing chapters, schools have so thoroughly embraced new punishment strate-
gies that school punishment is now an organizing principle (though not the 
only one) on which schools’ and school employees’ actions are based. School 
punishment and security goals guide how teachers and administrators inter-
act with students, and they often consider these goals before making decisions 
about issues such as curricular and extracurricular activities; school events 
and after-school events; locker assignments, classroom assignments, and even 
homework assignments. 

Problems with Punishment

I argue that schools must watch over students and punish misbehaviors, but 
our current strategies for doing so are excessive and counterproductive. These 
strategies are one-dimensional, relying almost entirely on punishment and 
surveillance, despite evidence that such an approach is problematic and less 
effective than alternative responses. 
 My argument stems from research conducted in four high schools located 
in two states, one mid-Atlantic state and one southwestern state. I stud-
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ied two high schools in each state: one attended primarily by middle-class 
white students and one attended primarily by lower-income racial and ethnic 
minorities. Over the course of two years, my research assistants and I observed 
classroom activity, hallway interactions, and disciplinary meetings between 
students and school staff; we interviewed over one hundred people, including 
students, parents, teachers, security staff, police, and administrators; and we 
distributed surveys to all juniors at each school. Based on analyses of these 
data in addition to others’ observations of contemporary trends, I present 
five reasons why the current punishment and security practices in these high 
schools are counterproductive.

1. Schools Are Overreacting

The current discipline regime is in disproportionate response to the actual 
threats youth face. Certainly, the high school experience includes bullying, 
harassment, theft, assault, and other forms of victimization for too many 
youth, since any school violence is too much school violence. Thus, it is rea-
sonable to institute strong security and punishment policies to prevent and 
respond to crime and misbehavior in school. But in a nation enduring an eco-
nomic crisis, where the federal government has recently cut taxes at the same 
time that states have complained about a lack of federal funding for educa-
tion, where local education funding is often in jeopardy, and where spending 
on welfare and other social services has decreased, we have limited resources 
dedicated to addressing the many problems facing American youth.10 Given 
these limitations, it makes sense to work efficiently by focusing our efforts 
where they are most needed and on strategies with evidence of success. Since 
most juvenile crime occurs away from school, it makes little sense to cut after-
school programs that have been repeatedly shown to reduce delinquency, or 
to add to the number of police officers in schools, a practice that has shown 
little evidence of success.11 And yet this is precisely what many communities 
in the United States have done. 
 Moreover, the disproportionate fear of violence in schools has created 
additional challenges. Though serious violence in schools is rare, minor stu-
dent misbehavior, such as disruption of class or cutting class, is extremely 
common. The problem is that schools have enacted policies with violence 
prevention in mind, but these policies are applied mainly to misbehaviors 
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that are only against school rules (not illegal). The result is overkill and a set 
of practices that ignores real problems in an attempt to punish rather than 
correct misbehavior. 

2. Real Student Problems Are Often Ignored

Schools are so focused on rules that their enforcement and the punishment of 
rule breakers are ends unto themselves, with little or no attention paid to why 
students misbehave in the first place. Schools define appropriate responses to 
student misbehavior so narrowly that teachers, disciplinarians, and adminis-
trators tend to pursue only a single goal: following the school’s code of con-
duct and prescribing the appropriate punishment. It is rare to see teachers 
and school staff engage with students and discuss the causes of students’ mis-
behavior or effective strategies for avoiding future problems.12 
 This does not at all mean that consistent or even strict punishment is 
bad—in fact, these are necessary for maintaining order. But they are insuf-
ficient when presented alone. To be more effective these punishments should 
be coupled with efforts to address the reasons why students misbehave. For 
example, I repeatedly heard teachers explain that many students misbehave 
in class because they do not understand the course material; misbehaving 
distracts attention away from these students’ academic failures, brings them 
positive peer attention, and absolves them of the need to participate in class. 
Yet many of these same teachers remove misbehaving students from class 
without any effort to address the students’ academic issues.13 This ignores the 
underlying issue and ensures that the students fall farther behind by missing 
additional class time. Certainly it makes sense to remove such a student so 
that the teacher can work more effectively with the rest of the class, but it also 
makes sense to schedule a tutoring session with the student, thereby limiting 
the likelihood of further misbehavior. 

3. Students Are Being Taught the Wrong Lesson

The current school discipline regime discourages students from thinking criti-
cally about power relations and governance. They learn in school that their 
voice does not matter—that they are powerless to change their school envi-
ronment or even to contest how they are treated when suspected of violating 
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a school rule. Of course, this has always been an element of schooling, since 
students and teachers/administrators are far from equals within the school 
power structure.14 But with a growing regimen of school rules and increas-
ingly severe punishments, the stakes are higher than ever before, making this 
lesson ever more poignant. To the extent that we learn about our roles as 
future citizens while in school, this lesson encourages passivity and the uncrit-
ical acceptance of authority, which bode poorly for future levels of democratic 
participation in society. 
 Additionally, the rules and procedures used in school socialize students to 
tolerate and even expect similar practices outside school. If increasing num-
bers of students attend schools with police officers, surveillance cameras, and 
random searches by drug-sniffing dogs, these and other similar security prac-
tices will seem normal to them. This is important with regard to broader social 
control practices and debates about the balance between liberties and securi-
ties. For example, a citizen may or may not support the U.S. government’s 
ability to listen to citizens’ phone conversations without warrants, depending 
on his or her level of trust in the government, fear of terrorism, and concern 
for civil liberties. Regardless of which side of this debate prevails, simply hav-
ing debates like this is healthy for a democracy because it allows room for the 
expression of diverse views. But as a result of socializing high school students 
to accept invasive security practices in the name of school crime prevention, 
debates like this one, or about future social control issues, are likely to either 
disappear or shift toward greater acceptance of surveillance.

4. Student Misbehavior Is Likely to Get Worse with These Policies

Ironically, school punishment practices have the potential to increase rather 
than decrease student misbehavior. One of the most consistent and impor-
tant findings of social science research on why students follow school rules (as 
well as why people obey laws, generally) is that they believe these rules/laws 
are fair, well-communicated, evenly applied, and result in fair outcomes.15 
The legitimacy of rules depends to a large extent on their perceived fairness, 
and this in turn shapes people’s willingness to obey the rules. By enacting 
overly harsh punishments, failing to listen to students when they get in trou-
ble, denying them a voice in shaping school rules or in how they are treated 
in school, and inconsistently enforcing rules, schools damage the perceived 
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legitimacy of school rules and punishments, thereby making misbehavior 
more likely. Though my research is not able to address the long-term implica-
tions of this and whether school crime increases as a result, a healthy body of 
prior research leads us to expect that it will.

5. At-Risk Students Are at Greater Risk

Increasing levels of surveillance and punishment in schools means that stu-
dents who were already at risk for a variety of problems—including suspen-
sion, expulsion, arrest, school failure, and dropping out—are now at an even 
greater risk of experiencing these problems. An extensive body of prior research 
convincingly demonstrates that school punishments are not evenly distrib-
uted throughout student bodies. Rather, low-income students and youth of 
color are more likely than middle-income and white youth to be punished in 
school.16 Rather than trying to address the reasons why they are most likely to 
be punished or trying to help these students succeed in school, our current 
practices seek to exclude them from school. This only enhances their problems 
and limits their ability to compete academically and professionally.
 Even if one defends this disproportionate punishment by claiming that 
these students are punished more than others because they misbehave more, 
rather than because they are unfairly targeted (though most existing research 
does suggest unfair targeting), this practice is still a problem.17 This logic 
absolves public schools from their duty to teach children proper modes of 
behavior, a duty American public schools have always assumed, and its adher-
ents pretend that schools are responsible only for teaching academics, since 
behavior problems are often handled by removal from school.18 Addition-
ally, by seeking to exclude from the school (through suspension, expulsion, 
and the like) those at risk of behavioral failure, this strategy runs contrary to 
other educational reforms. Consider, for example, the No Child Left Behind 
Act.19 The first issue this legislation addresses (Title I) is “Improving the Aca-
demic Achievement of the Disadvantaged.” Rhetoric surrounding the act also 
has focused on how to improve underperforming schools, which tend to be 
clustered in poor communities and inner cities.20 Thus, though many dis-
agree with its methods, the primary thrust of this major educational reform 
is to improve education for the disadvantaged, or for those most at risk of 
academic failure. In a rejection of this logic, our recent school punishment 
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reforms seek to absolve schools of the duty of correcting the behavior of stu-
dents most at risk of violating school rules, and to suspend, expel, and arrest 
these students instead.

How Did We Get Here?

In short, I argue that much of the new homeroom security is a response to 
fear and general insecurities rather than careful, evidence-based deliberation. 
Though it is compelling to argue that contemporary school punishment and 
security is a response to Columbine and other school shootings, such an 
explanation oversimplifies a complex trend that began long before Colum-
bine. As the legal scholar Jonathan Simon argues in Governing Through Crime, 
the fear of crime has dominated American governance in recent decades, to 
the point where policy-makers have mobilized fear of victimization in order 
to pass laws related to a wide variety of social issues, including education.21 
As a result, school discipline policies are overly simplistic reactions to fears 
that appease demands for harsh accountability. Though they may be well-
intentioned, these policies often are not based on evidence of what actually 
works to help the problems schools and students face.
 Of course once policies are written, there is a great deal of flexibility in how 
individual teachers, school security personnel, and school administrators put 
them into practice. The problems that I list above come about not because 
people intend to do harm, but because of good intentions gone awry. Almost 
without exception, the individuals I met in the course of my research are 
dedicated people who care about the welfare of the children in their schools. 
Given the relatively low pay and the stringent demands of being a public high 
school teacher, it is hard to imagine anyone working there unless he or she 
has (or had, earlier in his/her career) a strong desire to help youth. 
 How, then, do good people execute policies in such a way that produces 
these problems? Part of the answer is, again, fear. School staff may be afraid 
of school crime and feel a need to respond harshly; they may fear liability for 
not enforcing punitive school rules fully; or they may respond to stereotypes 
by either fearing African American or Latino/a youth who dress in ways per-
ceived as threatening (e.g., do-rags or baggy pants), or perceive these youth as 
being more confrontational and less respectful.22 Another part of the answer is 
that school staff have insufficient time and resources to do their jobs properly, 
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and are forced to take shortcuts, such as removing a student from class rather 
than taking the time to talk to him or her about why his/her behavior is inap-
propriate. These kinds of regrettable school discipline moments are similar to 
regrettable parenting moments; a parent who punishes a child or forbids the 
child to do something and when asked why, responds only by saying “because 
I said so,” is similar to the administrator who suspends a misbehaving student 
without explaining the reason for the rule or why the punishment is necessary. 
Both individuals may be acting out of frustration, and both responses are under-
standable reactions to annoyance or impatience with a misbehaving child. 
 School staff tend to develop shared perceptions of the problem of student 
misbehavior and how they should best respond to it. Unfortunately, these 
perceptions often are shaped by fear and the frustration of insufficient time 
and resources, and as a result, responses to misbehavior can cause more prob-
lems than they fix. Yet this does not mean that school discipline efforts are 
entirely counterproductive. For example, if it is true that police in schools are 
able to reduce students’ fears or effectively mentor students, or that zero-tol-
erance policies are able to limit unfair uses of discretion in handing out pun-
ishments, then these practices can help. But as I argue throughout this book, 
we need to consider these benefits alongside the harms they also cause, rather 
than uncritically accepting contemporary methods. When we do so, we see 
that for many of our current practices, the negatives outweigh the positives. 

Organization of the Book

Chapter 1 discusses the changes in school discipline that have taken place 
recently, as well as competing explanations for these trends, focusing on 
recorded levels of school crime across the United States, public fear of school 
crime, and perceptions of general failures in public education. Given that fears 
of crime have risen and punitive policies have grown without correspond-
ing increases in actual crime, the most satisfying explanations for the new 
school discipline regime focus on postmodern insecurities and anxieties over 
crime, poverty, and school failure. The chapter presents prior evidence on the 
effects of this new discipline regime, such as evidence that racial and ethnic 
minorities and low-income students are more likely than white students to be 
punished in schools, and reviews school crime prevention efforts that appear 
to be effective based on existing evidence. Finally, as a way of understanding 
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the significance of contemporary school discipline, I discuss sociological and 
philosophical work on the functions of mass education, including the work 
of John Dewey, Emile Durkheim, and Michel Foucault. This body of work 
clarifies the ways that schools socialize students to learn their roles in society 
and raises questions about what life lessons students might take away from 
contemporary school discipline and security.
 In chapter 2 I move from the general to the specific by focusing on the 
results of my empirical research, where I begin by describing the four high 
schools, in two states, that I studied. The chapter discusses the communities 
in which these schools are located, the student demographics, school charac-
teristics, and the policies and practices each school has implemented to detect 
and punish misbehaving students.
 Chapter 3 considers the effects of a particularly important (and symboli-
cally powerful) school security initiative: full-time police officers in public 
schools. The chapter discusses how these officers interact with students and 
what effects their presence has on schools. Though they bravely attempt 
to counsel and mentor students, often police have neither the skills nor 
resources to do so effectively. Their presence escalates disciplinary situations, 
both by introducing a law-and-order mentality to the school and by facilitat-
ing the arrest of students whose crimes may otherwise have been considered 
too minor to warrant calling the police (e.g., involvement in a fistfight). Yet 
despite these real problems, their presence helps in some ways; though they 
seem unable to prevent most misbehavior, they do ease fears and insecurities 
of almost all stakeholders, including students, teachers, parents, and admin-
istrators. This benefit needs to be considered along with the drawbacks in an 
informed, critical discussion about whether our schools should have full-time 
police officers on campus.
 I continue in chapter 4 by sketching out one of the important lessons about 
contemporary school discipline: that the current emphasis on rules and pun-
ishments eclipses other school goals, often including even pedagogical goals. 
Rules are enforced for their own sake, with no corresponding attempt to solve 
underlying problems, teach students why the rules are in place, or resolve con-
flicts. Though zero-tolerance policies legitimize this climate, they do not cause 
it, since there is evidence of this problem occurring prior to their implemen-
tation. Similarly, the problem is not caused by the presence of police officers, 
though their presence does exacerbate it by introducing a stern law enforcement 
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perspective that takes priority over a treatment- or resolution-oriented one. 
 Many scholars who look carefully at education argue that schools repro-
duce existing social inequalities. In chapter 5 I argue that this is true, in part, 
but somewhat of an oversimplification with regard to school punishment. 
That is, race/ethnicity, class, and gender shape school punishment, but not in 
some of the ways that one might expect. Rather, some of the punitive practices 
that were historically used only in mostly low-income or minority schools are 
now used in middle-class white schools as well, even if they are used in dif-
ferent ways and have different consequences. When comparing experiences of 
individual students, however, we see that biases about racial/ethnic minori-
ties, poor students, and female students substantially shape school discipline 
within schools. As a result, the contemporary discipline regime further mar-
ginalizes students who enter school already facing social and academic disad-
vantages.
 In the concluding chapter, I offer suggestions for school punishment and 
security that would be more effective at preventing school crime and mis-
behavior. Such strategies would be strict, but more fair and consistent; they 
would not include zero-tolerance policies; they would include more rewards 
for good behavior; they would involve counseling, treatment of students’ 
underlying problems, and conflict resolution; and they would involve stu-
dents as partners rather than objects of punishment. I also address the issue of 
police in schools, and suggest that on balance, they would best be restricted 
only to schools with demonstrated crime problems. There are ways that we 
can better protect children in schools from harm, and one important mission 
of this book is to discuss these methods.


