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Introduction
Reflecting on local practices that produce inequitable outcomes for children and youth, I find that zero-tolerance discipline policies in schools are particularly concerning. While I recognize these policies were initially intended to promote safety and consistency, and some supporters argue they provide clear deterrence and help maintain a secure environment for all students, I have observed that, in practice, they often result in greater harm, especially for racialized youth, Indigenous youth, and youth with disabilities. Although the intention may be to create predictability and reduce serious misconduct, these justifications often fall short because they do not account for the developmental stage, trauma history, or environmental stressors that influence behaviour. These policies typically impose automatic punishments such as suspension or expulsion without regard for individual circumstances.
These inequitable outcomes are not only the result of individual biases but are sustained and amplified by structural forces within educational systems. Funding inequities, limited access to mental health supports, and practices such as academic tracking can funnel marginalized youth into less resourced environments where disciplinary responses are more likely. Additionally, the presence of law enforcement within schools can shift responses to behaviour away from support and toward surveillance and control. Together, these systemic factors interact with zero-tolerance policies to widen disciplinary disparities and intensify inequities for marginalized youth.
Through my studies in Child and Youth Care, I have come to understand that behaviour must be interpreted within relational, developmental, and ecological frameworks. When schools respond to behaviour without acknowledging these contexts, I believe they risk perpetuating systemic injustices instead of fostering growth. In this reflection, I examine zero-tolerance discipline as an unjust practice, explore its ecological impacts on youth, families, and communities, and propose changes to promote more equitable outcomes.

The Unjust Practice
I consider zero-tolerance policies unjust because they mandate predetermined consequences without regard for the circumstances surrounding behaviour or students’ intersecting identities and experiences. I recall a case where a racialized student was involved in a physical altercation after enduring repeated bullying. Despite staff awareness of the ongoing harassment, the student was automatically suspended, with little consideration of their emotional distress or the context leading to the incident. Similarly, I have observed Indigenous youth and youth with disabilities removed from classrooms for verbal outbursts without exploration of underlying emotional, cultural, or neurological needs. In other situations, students experiencing sensory overload due to undiagnosed disabilities were sent home for “disruptive” behaviour rather than being offered assessment or support. These examples illustrate how zero-tolerance responses can intensify intersecting disadvantages and deepen systemic inequities.
Child and Youth Care scholarship consistently demonstrates that exclusionary discipline disproportionately affects racialized and Indigenous youth, as well as youth with disabilities. This pattern suggests that behaviours connected to stress, trauma, or unmet needs are frequently interpreted as misconduct rather than communication. Relational CYC perspectives emphasize that behaviour is shaped by context and relationships (Gharabaghi & Anderson-Nathe, 2017), while developmental research indicates that adolescents are still developing emotional regulation and impulse control (Steinberg, 2017). Punitive responses, therefore, often target behaviours that are developmentally normative rather than intentionally defiant.

Ecological Impact
Impact on the Child or Youth
From an ecological standpoint, suspension disrupts academic progress and sense of belonging. I have observed that repeated exclusion can lead youth to internalize negative identities, perceiving themselves as “problem students” rather than individuals capable of growth. Relational practice highlights that identity develops through supportive interactions, making punitive responses particularly harmful (Nash & Stewart, 2020).
Impact on the Family
Suspensions can also create immediate strain for families. Caregivers may need to miss work or arrange unexpected childcare, contributing to financial and emotional stress. I have noticed that disciplinary processes can unintentionally place responsibility on families without acknowledging systemic influences. Systems thinking reminds us that youth cannot be understood outside their family context, and punitive approaches can damage trust between families and schools (Gharabaghi & Anderson-Nathe, 2017).
Impact on the Community
At the community level, exclusionary discipline reinforces broader inequities. Students who experience suspension are more likely to disengage academically and face increased contact with law enforcement, contributing to cycles of marginalization. Although schools are intended to foster connection and opportunity, repeated exclusion can transform them into environments focused more on control than support. I have found that this dynamic weakens community relationships and reduces protective factors essential for positive youth development (Nash & Stewart, 2020).

Professional Experience and Lived Practice Perspective
My perspective on zero-tolerance discipline is informed not only by academic learning but also by professional experience. Between 2018 and 2024, I worked within a public school board where I directly observed the effects of exclusionary discipline policies. I witnessed students being suspended for behaviours clearly connected to trauma, unmet developmental needs, or environmental stressors. Instead of receiving relational support, they were excluded from the very environments that could have offered stability.
Working closely with youth who had experienced significant adversity, I saw how quickly behavioural escalation was met with removal rather than curiosity. It was difficult to watch students internalize labels such as “disruptive” or “aggressive” when their behaviours were expressions of distress. In contrast, restorative approaches I encountered demonstrated how dialogue, accountability, and connection could address underlying needs while preserving relationships.
My experience in therapeutic early-intervention programming further deepened this understanding. In settings intentionally structured around safety, predictability, and relationship-based support, children who entered with developmental delays made remarkable progress. This contrast reinforced for me that the determining factor in outcomes was not the child’s potential, but the system’s response.
Through these roles, I also witnessed how poverty, food insecurity, and family stress influenced behaviour. When a child arrived dysregulated due to instability at home, punishment did not change the circumstance—support and connection did. These experiences solidified my belief that behaviour must always be understood ecologically and relationally.

Recommendations for Change
Meaningful change requires both systemic reform and relational transformation.
Restorative Justice Practices
Schools should prioritize restorative approaches that repair harm and maintain relationships. Structured restorative circles can encourage accountability, empathy, and collaborative problem-solving while reducing repeated incidents.
Trauma-Informed Education
Educators would benefit from training that supports recognition of trauma responses and implementation of de-escalation strategies. Shifting from asking “What is wrong with this student?” to “What has this student experienced?” promotes empathy and more effective intervention.
Cultural Responsiveness and Anti-Oppressive Practice
Ongoing training in cultural humility can address implicit bias and systemic barriers. CYC frameworks emphasize actively challenging inequities to create inclusive environments (Gharabaghi & Anderson-Nathe, 2017; Nash & Stewart, 2020).
Integration of Child and Youth Care Practitioners
Embedding CYC practitioners in schools could provide preventative, relationship-focused support and strengthen collaboration between educators, families, and community services.
Strengthening Family Partnerships
Strength-based collaboration with families can build trust and consistency across environments, supporting more holistic and sustainable outcomes for youth.

Personal Reflection and Professional Implications
Composing this reflection reinforced my conviction that justice in Child and Youth Care requires both supporting individual youth and critically examining the systems shaping their experiences. I feel a strong responsibility to advocate for relational, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate practices.
Reflecting on my own positionality, I recognize that my perspective is shaped by my experiences working within educational and therapeutic settings. Acknowledging my own biases and privileges is essential, as it encourages me to approach practice with humility and remain open to the voices of youth and families whose experiences differ from my own.
CYC literature emphasizes the ethical responsibility to advocate for the rights and dignity of children and youth and to challenge practices that perpetuate harm (Gharabaghi & Anderson-Nathe, 2017). This reflection has strengthened my commitment to promoting trauma-informed, restorative, and equitable approaches in my professional practice.
In conclusion, addressing zero-tolerance discipline requires an ecological perspective that recognizes how behaviour is shaped by relationships, environments, and systemic forces. Through relational practice and systemic change, schools can become spaces where all youth feel valued, understood, and supported.
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