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T his  s tu d y  inv es tiga tes  ho w  c o m m u nity  c ha ra c teris tic s , s tu d ent b a c k gro u nd ,

s c ho o l c lim a te, a nd  z ero - to lera nc e p o lic ies  intera c t to  a ffec t s c ho o l c rim e.

T he s tu d y  a rtic u la tes  a nd  fits  a  s c ho o l c rim e m o d el to  7 1 2  high s c ho o ls  p a r-

tic ip a ting in the 2 0 0 0  Sc ho o l Su rv ey  o n Crim e a nd  Sa fety , c o nfirm ing tha t

s c ho o l lo c a tio n a nd  s tu d ent s o c io ec o no m ic  s ta tu s  ha v e m o d era te effec ts  o n

s c ho o l c rim e. M u c h o f  the c o ntex tu a l effec ts  a re m ed ia ted  v ia  s c ho o l c lim a te.

Sc ho o l c lim a te reflec ted  b y  s c ho o l s iz e, s tu d ent m o b ility , a nd  s tu d ent m is b e-

ha v io r a ffec t s c ho o l s a fety  in p ro f o u nd  a nd  p red ic ted  w a y s . L a rger s iz e a nd

s c ho o ls  w ith higher s tu d ent tra ns ienc e a nd  m is b eha v io r p red ic t higher lev els

o f  c rim ina l inc id ents . Sc ho o l s ec u rity  p ro gra m  is  c o rrela ted  w ith lo w er

s c ho o l c rim e; ho w ev er, the effec t is  s m a ll a nd  no ns ignific a nt. T o u gh o n c rim e

p o lic y  is  a s s o c ia ted  w ith higher lev el o f s c ho o l c rim e, c o ntro lling fo r c o m m u -

nity  a nd  s c ho o l v a ria b les . Co ns eq u ently , a  p o s itiv e s c ho o l c lim a te in c o m b i-

na tio n w ith nec es s a ry  s ec u rity  c o ntro l is  rec o m m end ed  to  im p ro v e s c ho o l

s a fety  a nd  red u c e s c ho o l c rim es .
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p a rents , a nd  c o nc erned  c itiz ens . In 1 9 9 9 -2 0 0 0 , 7 1 %  o f p u b lic  s c ho o ls  in

the U nited  Sta tes  ex p erienc ed  a t lea s t o ne v io lent inc id ent ( M iller &

Cha nd ler, 2 0 0 5 ). T he heightened  a lert o f s c ho o l c rim es  in the 1 9 9 0 s  ha s

p ro m p ted  d iv ers e res p o ns es  fro m  s c ho o l s y s tem s . M eta l d etec to rs , s u rv eil-

la nc e c a m era s , a nd  p o lic e p res enc e a re c o m m o np la c e in m a ny  u rb a n s c ho o ls .

Serio u s  p ena lties , inc lu d ing s u s p ens io n a nd  ex p u ls io n, a re o ften u s ed  in the

na m e o f z ero  to lera nc e a nd  getting to u gh o n c rim e (Ca s ella , 2 0 0 3 ). H o w ev er,

the theo retic a l u nd erp innings  o f thes e p ro gra m s  a re s till b eing d eb a ted  a nd

their effec tiv enes s  is  b eing c ha llenged  b y  em p iric a l s tu d ies  (M a y er &  L eo ne,
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1999). Given the significant impacts of these programs on our next genera-

tion and society at large, both short term and long term, and recognizing the

extraordinary financial resources that have been, and will be, used in address-

ing this issue, more in-depth understanding of how major forces in complex

school systems interact and how school-based safety programs work in that

environment to improve school safety is of great interest to academia and

practitioners.

This article examines school crime and common school responses to

crime from a national sample of schools. It articulates and tests a macro

school crime model based on school climate theory and from an eco-

logical perspective. It then imposes school security and penalty measures

to the model, hypothesizing positive program effects. The extended

model provides the grounds for a statistical analysis of the effect of the

selected safety measures over and above the ecological and socioeconomic

conditions.

Literature Review—School Crime and 
School Safety P rograms

Many scholars have studied school crime from diverse perspectives and

disciplinary orientations (Gottfredson & D aiger, 1979; Morrison, 2001;

W elsh, 2003). Student demographics, such as age, race, and poverty, and

socioeconomic status (SE S) have been consistently found to be related to

school crime and violence (Clark & Lab, 2000; K ramer, 2000). High schools

are more likely to report larger numbers of serious offences than elementary

schools. The concentration of minority students predicts a higher level of

school violence. The higher the student poverty level, the higher the reported

rate of school crime becomes (F lannery, 1997; Hellamn & B eaton, 1986 ).

School location, partly because of its association with urban poverty, also

relates to school crime. A nalyzed separately, urban schools are associated

with higher levels of school disorder. This association diminishes or disap-

pears after controlling for other community and student population covari-

ates, reflecting the commonly shared variances.

Schools are extensions of the community, and community crime rates

have been posited to be associated with school crime (D . C. A nderson,

1998; B owen & B owen, 1999; Mateu-Gelabert, 2003). However, empirical

evidence has not been uniformly supportive of this proposition. A  recent

systematic study of school disorder found no unique contribution of com-

munity crime rates to school disorder, whether the community is defined as
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the locality where the school resides or as the place where the students

really live (Welsh, 2000).

Schools are also the primary institutions aside from the family wherein

students spend extended periods (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985). School

climate is therefore a key factor in studying school process and school effect

on student behavior and achievement (C. S. Anderson, 1982; Welsh, Stokes,

& Greene, 2000). Two key concepts in the school climate framework are

school structure and school culture. School structure reflects organizational

arrangement and operation procedures that govern school process. A key

aspect of school structure that relates to disorder is school size. Theoretically,

larger schools may create an environment of impersonality and anonymity,

which could lead to delinquency (National Institute of Education, 1978).

However, large schools may also provide more specialized resources and

comprehensive programming that can be tailored to the diverse needs of the

students, enhancing the relevance of schooling (Conant, 1967). How school

size affects student behavior is an empirical question. R esearch findings to

date have not been consistent; school size has been found to be positively,

negatively, or nonlinearly related to student behavior and achievement (Lee,

2000; R utter, 1983).

School culture can be indexed by student mobility and student discipline

problems (Welsh et al., 2000). Mobility of the student population is often

measured by the number of transfers in and transfers out. High mobility of

the student population is more likely to occur in schools in which students

do not have strong bonding with the school organization (Welsh et al.,

2000). Lack of bonding with schools is correlated with school crime.

Discipline problems in a school can manifest in many ways, but recent

studies have emphasized the issue of student bullying and disruption of

classroom activities. Student bullying is on the rise, and disruption of class-

room activities has a larger impact on all students beyond the unruly. These

behavioral issues, if not addressed firmly, fairly, and promptly, could lead

to crime and violence (O lweus, 1996).

In response to the concerns of crime and violence in public schools, the

federal government, in cooperation with local authorities, enacted and pro-

moted zero-tolerance legislations. The zero-tolerance policy represents gov-

ernments’ efforts to restrict firearms and to deter potential offenders from

committing crimes. The concept of “ punishing dangerousness” is a strategy

both preventive and preemptive in nature (R obinson, 2001). The conse-

quences of these laws and practices are perceived differently by people along

the socioeconomic line. Proponents attribute the reduction of crime in schools

in the 1990s as evidence of the effectiveness of the policy. O pponents cite the
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unfair distribution and impact of the law on disadvantaged groups, especially

the poor and minorities (Casella, 2003).

Congruent with the “tough on crime” and zero-tolerance policies, many

schools in America have implemented prevention and intervention programs

(Wilson & Lipsey, 2005). The most visible programs are control-based

security measures, such as metal detectors, police presence, locker searches,

and camera monitoring in school buildings and on school grounds.

Theoretically, these programs can have a deterrence effect and make crimes

harder to perpetrate. But these programs share an asylum mentality, treat-

ing students as inmates. The long-term effects remain to be seen (Mayer &

Leone, 1999).

Limited empirical studies have addressed school crime or crime preven-

tions programs in a comprehensive and systematic fashion (Astor, Meyer,

Benbenishty, Marachi, & Rosemond, 2005; Flannery, 1997). Welsh et al.

(2000) applied the school climate concept to construct a school disorder

model. The model connects student poverty, community stability, school

size, community crime, and student stability to school disorder. The study

showed that poverty was associated with school disorder, that larger

schools predicted higher levels of disorder, and that the effects of commu-

nity, student, and school size on school disorder were mediated by school

stabilities, as measured by student attendant rates and turnover rates. However,

the model did not include school safety policies and programs that could

also affect the level of school disorder. The study was also limited in terms

of external validity, as the sample was drawn from one large urban school

district only. The conclusion of the study therefore cannot be generalized to

other populations, and replications of the study in larger nationally repre-

sentative samples are recommended.

In another relatively comprehensive study of school crime and crime

prevention programs, Mayer and Leone (1999) analyzed Scholl Crime

Supplement data using structural equation models (SEMs). They found that

school safety policies and programs could have different impacts, depend-

ing on the nature of the programs. Schools that have clearly stated rules and

that enforce those rules firmly but fairly tend to have a lower crime rate.

Schools that focus on restrictive security measures, including metal detec-

tors and security personnel presence, tend to have a higher level of crime.

It should be pointed out that the relationship between crime and security

programs could be reciprocal. Higher crime could lead to more security

measures, not the other way around. In any event, the negative correlation

suggests that these control-based machines or human interventions are not
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working in reducing crimes. A less restrictive, firm, but positive school policy

is more likely to achieve the intended outcomes, especially in the long run.

The study, although very well designed, has limitations. As the authors

insightfully recognized, the study failed to include many important contex-

tual variables, including student population demographics, poverty, ethnic

composition, and crime in the community of concern.

In sum, limited studies have addressed the issue of school crime and

crime prevention. Many studies were piecemeal, investigating one or a few

variables at a time. Most studies were correlational or case based, with lim-

ited internal and external validity. Theory-based, comprehensive, confirma-

tive studies to investigate the mechanism through which community context,

student population characteristics, school climate, and school safety measures

interact to affect school safety are needed to improve our understanding

of school safety and to inform policy makers to address this nationwide

concern of our time.

School Crime Model

The present study articulates and tests a school crime model, building on

the school disorder model developed by Welsh et al. (2000). The school

crime model extends the school disorder model to include school security

programs and serious penalties in response to student behavioral problems,

inspired by the study of Mayer and Leone (1999). The school crime model

hypothesizes that student SES predicts school crime rates. Schools that

serve primarily poor and minority students report more crime. The model

also postulates that community characteristics affect the level of school

crime. Urban location and higher level of community crime are associated

with higher level of school crime. Much of the student and community vari-

ables, however, affect school safety indirectly, mediated by school factors

that are amenable to policy and management controls. As a policy variable,

school size is hypothesized to relate to school safety. The direction of

impact is presumed to be unknown, given the complex nature of the rela-

tionship. Moreover, student mobility predicts school disorder. Schools with

a higher level of student transience will have more crime, following the

theory of school climate.

By design, school security programs and serious penalties are ways to

maintain an orderly environment for school activities. Consequently, the

model hypothesizes that school securities and enforcement actions improve

school safety. However, the direction and extent of the impact are matters
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of empirical testing given the inconsistent results from previous studies.

The model of school crime is illustrated in Figure 1.

Method

D ata

The data for the present study were obtained from the 2000 School

Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS) by the National Center for Education

Research (NCES). SSOCS is a survey of principals or school disciplinari-

ans regarding the frequency of crime, the nature of the school environment,

and the characteristics of school safety programs (Chaney et al., 2003).

Respondents were asked to report on various types of school crime that

occurred in the 1999-2000 school year. Public schools of all levels are

included in the study. The present study focuses on secondary public schools,

recognizing their tendency of reporting more serious crime. The restriction

to secondary schools explicitly removes age or grade as a potential

confounding variable, incidentally simplifying the study design.

There were 712 secondary schools in the NCES national sample, among

which 32 schools had missing data on study variables. Given the fact that

these schools represented less than 5% of the total number of schools in the

sample, listwise deletion was used in bivariate analysis, and an imputation

method was used in structural equations modeling.
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Variables

Urbanicity. Urbanicity captures the location of the school, which is a

variable that, as demonstrated in the literature section, has a documented

effect on crime. Schools in the data set were classified into four categories:

city, urban fringe, town, and rural. Urbanicity was coded as 1 = rural, 2 = town,

3 = urban fringe, and 4 = city, with a larger number representing a greater

degree of urbanicity.

Community crime. Community crime measures the level of crime where

the students live. The crime rates were obtained from principals’ responses

to the question “How would you describe the crime level in the area(s) in

which your students live? ” The measure used a 4-point scale, representing

high, moderate, low, and mixed levels. The initial values were recoded to

create an ascending scale (i.e., 1 = low, 2 = moderate, 3 = mix ed, and 4 = high),

corresponding to the level of crime they represented.

S tudent S E S . Student SES is a latent construct. It is derived from two

measured indicators of student population: poverty and racial/ethic compo-

sition. The poverty level in a school is measured by the percentage of students

eligible for free or reduced-price lunches. The racial/ethic composition was

measured by school percentage of minority students. The two variables reflect

the derived construct of student SES.

S chool siz e. School size is measured by the total enrollment of a school

at the beginning of the school year. The data were presented as a categorical

variable in the SSOCS data set with four categories in ascending order, and

the data were coded into 1 to 4 ordinal scales, wherein 1 = less than 3 0 0 ,

2 = 3 0 0  to 4 9 9 , 3 = 5 0 0  to 9 9 9 , 4 = 1 ,0 0 0  or more, representing the ascending

size category in the original data set.

M isbehavior. School misbehavior is another latent construct, reflecting two

measured indicators, the frequency of bullying and the frequency of disorders

in classrooms. The two indicators represent student discipline problems that

have not yet escalated to the level of crimes. Both variables are measured on

a 5-point scale, wherein 1 = never happens, 2 = happens on occasion, 3 = at

least once a month, 4 = at least once a week, and 5 = happens daily.

S ecurity program. The school security program is a latent variable,

composed of two SSOCS index variables: the number of ways that school
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controls access to campus (access) and the number of ways in which school

monitors student activities (monitor). The school security program construct

represents the extent to which a school takes actions to physically control

its environment to reduce the opportunity for crimes.

Serious penalties. Serious penalties was measured by the number of times

a school penalizes its students with “removals with no continuing school

services for at least one year,” “transfers to specialized schools for discipli-

nary reasons for at least one year,” or “out-of-school suspensions lasting five

or more days, but less than one year” for reasons including firearm posses-

sion, use of other weapons, other weapons possession, drug distribution, drug

possession, attacks or fights, threats, insubordination, and other infractions.

The school’s serious penalty variable reflects on the extent to which schools

use punitive measures in response to school disciplinary problems.

Criminal incidents. Criminal incidents counts the total number of crimes

that occurred in a school in the past 12 months. Various types of crime are

included in the study, including rape or attempted rape, sexual battery other

than rape (including threatened rape), physical attack or fight with a weapon

or without a weapon, threats of physical attack with a weapon or without a

weapon, robbery (taking things by force) with a weapon or without a weapon,

theft or larceny (taking things worth more than $ 10 without personal con-

frontation), possession of firearm or explosive device, possession of a knife

or sharp object, distribution of illegal drugs, possession or use of alcohol or

illegal drugs, sexual harassment, and vandalism. This variable provides a

summary measure of the extent of crime at schools and is the outcome

variable in the school crime model.

Analytical Framework

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was selected as the main analyti-

cal technique. SEM incorporates a system of equations and allows the

inclusion of latent variables. These capacities facilitate testing of theoretical

constructs and hypothesized causal links. They avoid the complication often

associated with traditional multiple regression analysis. For a system as

complex as schools and their surrounding communities, the regression

approach would have to invoke a large number of independent equations

and an even larger number of parameters for estimation. The interpretation

of the results would be difficult considering the interrelations among the

equations and the potential collinearity within each equation. SEMs, on the

308 Urban Education

distribution.
© 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at COLLEGE OF STATEN ISLAND on August 26, 2008 http://uex.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

faculty
Note
This section is rather technical.  Please don't worry about trying to understand it 100%.



other hand, can be interpreted conceptually and presented graphically with

easy and clarity. Although fundamentally a variance and covariance struc-

ture analysis method, the SEM method does allow empirical testing for

causally hypothesized links.

The present analysis followed a confirmative empirical approach. It

articulates an explicit school crime model upfront and fits the model into

SSOCS national data for evidence of support or rejection of the underlying

theory. The fit of the model was evaluated by goodness of fit indices and

estimated absolute errors. The chi-square statistic was not used in this study

because of its high sensitivity to sample size (712 schools in the present

study). A preliminary data assumption check revealed that some of the vari-

ables were positively skewed. This could lead to underestimation of stan-

dard error for parameter estimates and overreporting of significant variables

(Byrne, 2001; MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). Consequently, a

more stringent significance test standard was employed. Instead of using

traditional p = .05 as the criterion, the study recognized significance only if

the p value was below .01.

Results

Descrip tive Statistics

Frequency distributions and descriptive statistics of the study variables are

presented in Table 1 and Table 2. Table 1 shows that city schools make up

21% of the sample, and urban fringe schools account for anther 39%. Rural

and township schools represent the rest of the schools. Often related to urban

location is the level of crime. Of the schools, 17% are in high-crime and

mixed-crime communities. Three fourths of the schools in the sample serve

low-crime communities, with the rest in the moderate-crime communities.

Table 1 also shows that 15% of schools have more than 50% of students

eligible for free or reduced price lunch. 21% have more than 50% minority

students. Given that this is a national sample of schools, it is likely that

these distributions reflect the national student population pattern.

Table 2 indicates that schools on average reported 58 criminal incidents,

with a standard deviation of 60. All explanatory variables varied substan-

tially. The number of serious penalties centralized at 47, with a standard

deviation of 96. The number of students transferred to schools averaged 87,

with a standard deviation greater than 121. The variability in the variables

provided the foundation for the following bivariate and SEM analysis.
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Bivariate Correlations

The results of the bivariate correlation analysis are presented in Table 3.

Urbanicity, community crime, percentage of minority students, school size,

student transience, and student misbehavior are significantly correlated

with school criminal incidents. Of interest, the number of ways schools

control building access (access) and the number of serious penalties (seri-

ous penalties) are positively correlated with the number of criminal incidents.

This seems to suggest that more access controls and more serious penalties

predict a higher level of crime, which is consistent with the findings in
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T able 1

Freq uency Distribution of Categorical Study Variables

Variable Category Frequency Percentage

Urbanicity City 148 20.8

Urban fringe 278 39.0

Town 110 15.4

Rural 176 24.7

Community crime High level of crime 21 2.9

Mixed levels 96 13.5

Moderate level 115 16.2

Low level 476 66.9

% receiving free lunch Less than or equal to 20% 337 47.3

21% to 50% 265 37.2

51% or more 110 15.4

% minorities 0% to 5% 214 30.1

6% to 20% 189 26.5

21% to 50% 160 22.5

more than 50% 149 20.9

Enrollment Less than 300 51 7.2

300 to 499 86 12.1

500 to 999 186 26.1

1,000 or more 389 54.6

Student bulling Happens daily 65 9.1

At least once a week 127 17.8

At least once a month 169 23.7

Happens on occasion 340 47.8

Never happens 11 1.5

Classroom disorder Happens daily 3 .4

At least once a week 21 2.9

At least once a month 36 5.1

Happens on occasion 306 43.0

Never happens 346 48.6
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Mayer and Leone’s (1999) study but contradictory to the model hypothesis

of the present study and the ultimate purposes of these programs. A more

sophisticated method, such as SEM, is required to reveal and unravel the

multivariate and potentially causal relationships.

Testing the School Crimes Model

The school crimes model, as illustrated earlier in Figure 1, was fitted to

the data using SEM implemented in AMOS software. The results suggest

that the model fits the data well. The comparative fit index (CFI) is .91,

exceeding the required .90 standard. The root mean square error of approxi-

mation (RMSEA) is .08, meeting the .08 requirement (Browne & Cudeck,

1993). The model accounts for 40% of variance in school criminal incidents.

The model is therefore deemed a reasonable representation of reality, albeit

in a reduced or arguably oversimplified form.

The parameters estimated from the analysis support most of the hypothe-

ses of the school crime model. Urbanicity has a positive direct effect on

school crimes (β = .10, p = .01). Urban schools tend to have more crimes

and rural schools have less. School location also affects school crime rates

indirectly through its association with school size (β = .57, p < .001), which

relates subsequently to school crime (β = .21, p < .001). The total effect is

therefore .22 (.10 + .57 × .21), combining both the direct effect and indirect

effect. The proportion of indirect effect is high. Among the total effect of

school location and school crimes, 45% is mediated by school size. In other

words, to a significant extent, the impact of urbanicity of school location

on school crimes could be moderated by deliberately adjusting the policy

variable of school size.

Consistent in direction with the model prediction, lower student SES

predicts higher crime rates. The effect is nevertheless insignificant (β = .12,
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Table 2

Descriptive Statistics of Q uantitative Study Variables

Variable N Min. Max. M SD

Crime incidents 712 0 632 57.93 59.750

Serious penalties 712 0 1,379 47.42 96.018

Access 712 0 7 3.03 1.182

Monitor 712 0 7 1.88 1.389

#  transferred to school 681 0 900 86.86 121.547

#  transferred from school 679 0 1,038 94.20 132.812
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p = .064), due likely to common covariation with school location. Community

crime, which is significantly and substantially associated with criminal inci-

dence in the bivariate analysis, lost its predictive power (β = .05, p = .18)

after allowing for other community and student background variables.

Consistent with a previous study (Welsh, 2003), community crime rate does

not contribute uniquely to the explanation of school crime over and above

other key causal or contributing factors included in the school crimes model.

As indexes of school culture, student misbehavior and transience are

closely associated with school crime. As shown in Figure 2, both factors

are significant and substantive. Student misbehavior as measured by fre-

quency of student bullying and classroom disorder is especially important

(β = .30, p < .001). It supports the broken window metaphor that misbe-

havior, if not attended to in a firm and timely manner, could lead to major

crime (Olweus, 1996).

School size, as measured by student enrollment, has a direct effect on

school crime (β = .21, p < .001). Larger schools predict higher levels of crim-

inal incidents. Consistent with the school crime model, school size also exerts

an indirect effect through the mediation of school culture as indexed by the

level of discipline problems and the transience of students. The indirect effect
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Table 4

Structural Equation Modeling Regression 

W eights and Significance

Effect Cause Estimate SE Critical Ratio p

Enrollment ← Urbanicity 0.495 0.027 18.472 ***

Misbehavior ← Enrollment 0.099 0.040 2.488 .013

Transience ← Enrollment 41.803 4.480 9.331 ***

Serious penalties ← Student SES 16.506 4.550 3.628 ***

Serious penalties ← Enrollment 19.814 3.842 5.157 ***

Transience ← Student SES 44.557 5.674 7.853 ***

Security measures ← Student SES 0.507 0.058 8.757 ***

Criminal incidents ← Misbehavior 23.033 5.256 4.383 ***

Criminal incidents ← Urbanicity 5.399 2.188 2.467 .014

Criminal incidents ← Serious penalties 0.117 0.019 6.028 ***

Criminal incidents ← Security measures –6.818 4.203 –1.622 .105

Criminal incidents ← Community Crime 3.579 2.666 1.342 .180

Criminal incidents ← Student SES 8.042 4.349 1.849 .064

Criminal incidents ← Transience 0.092 0.020 4.618 ***

Criminal incidents ← Enrollment 13.255 2.565 5.167 ***

***Significant at the .001 level.
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is estimated to be .10 (.12 × .3 + .33 × .18). The total effect of school size on

the number of criminal incidents is therefore summed to .31. One standard

deviation increase on school size leads to a .31 standard deviation rise on

school crimes. The indirect effect of school size on school crimes is also con-

siderable. School culture mediates 31% of the total effect of school size.

Consistent with the model hypothesis in direction, school security

program, measured by access control and activity monitoring,appears to

become negatively correlated with crime rate, after controlling for other

model variables. More school security measures predict less school crime.

The effect, however, is small and insignificant (β = –.09, p = .105). This

result contradicts the previous study by Mayer and Leone (1999), lending

qualified support to the current policy and practice of deploying these

school safety measures. Inconsistent with the model hypothesis, however,

the effect of serious penalties, including removal without services, out-of-

school suspensions, and outright expulsion, is positive in direction (β = .19,

p < .001) and highly significant in size. Higher numbers of penalties is asso-

ciated with higher numbers of criminal incidents, community, student pop-

ulation, and school climate variables being controlled.
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Path diagram of School Crime Model

distribution.
© 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at COLLEGE OF STATEN ISLAND on August 26, 2008 http://uex.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

faculty
Underline

faculty
Underline



Discussion

The present study provides empirical evidence to support the school

crime model, wherein school climate, especially the elements of school cul-

ture and structure, exerts a significant effect on school crimes. School culture

as measured by student misbehavior and student transience has a significant

direct effect on school crime. The higher the level of student mobility and

discipline problems, the higher the school crime rate becomes. This is con-

sistent with previous studies in school climate and school disorder (Welsh,

2000). Schools that create and maintain a positive culture through character

education and social skills training seem to be a better alternative for

consideration in combating school crime.

School structure, as indexed by school size, has a direct effect on school

disorder and an indirect effect via school culture. Smaller schools are asso-

ciated with less crime than are their larger counterparts. This evidence there-

fore supports the small school size argument as a foundation for the present

school reform movement, although the theoretical supports are still being

debated. Smaller schools may indeed have provided the intimacy and bond-

ing that is difficult for larger schools to achieve. This is supported by the fact

that a large proportion of the size effect (45%) is mediated via school cul-

ture. Reducing school size by and of itself may not prove to be effective in

solving the school safety problems. School reformers need to consider how

school size reduction can create opportunities for individual attention and

student participation, which then lead to positive bonding and social culture,

which in turn can improve student behavior and reduce school crime.

Inconsistent with the school crime model, the selected security and inter-

vention programs in the study failed to demonstrate significant positive

effects in improving school safety. The negative sign in the path coefficient,

however, suggests that these security measures at least do not cause more

crimes, as reported by some high-profile previous studies (Mayer & Leone,

1999). Under certain circumstances, for example, in some urban schools or at

a time of crisis, these control-based, prevention-oriented programs should

still have a role to play at least for the short term. At a minimum, the presence

of these measures could deter or make it harder for the potential perpetrator

to commit serious crimes. The punitive measures in response to student prob-

lems and school crime, however, are significantly counterproductive. More

serious penalties predict more crime incidents, although a reciprocal interpre-

tation cannot be totally ruled out by the present study design. At a minimum,

this result indicates that serious penalties are not working in the short run.

The long-term consequences of these policies are even more worrisome,
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considered theoretically and in the broader societal context. Out of the school

systems, nowhere to go for help and with no rules to follow for direction,

these expelled students, these young adolescents in their teens, have less

chance to grow into productive and contributing citizens in the future.

Given that fact that control-based, punitive programs failed to demon-

strate significant effects on school crime, other policy alternatives should be

sought to improve school safety and reduce school crime. As an alternative,

policies and programs that facilitate and enhance a positive school climate

seem to have greater potential, although a combination of deterrence and

education programs is recommended for both the short and long term given

the results from the present study. Cognitive, behavioral, and social skills–

based programs can be either incorporated into regular school programs for

the broader student population or narrowly designed for selected at-risk

students, along with the security measure for schools facing serious crime

problems. Effective programs, such as FAST Track— Family and School

Together/PATHS (Astor et al., 2005)— and communal organization or student

bonding programs (Payne, Gottfredson, & Gottfredson, 2003) should be

considered in designing new effective school safety programs. In combina-

tion with security and control-based programs when necessary, these value

and behavior modification programs are more likely to be able to provide a

safe school for our current students and the generations to come.

This study is limited in a number of ways. Among the most salient, the

study uses school-level data, which cannot uncover individual differences

among students. Second, the data are cross-sectional, which do not provide

the time precedence to enhance causal interpretation. The study can be

enhanced and replicated with new data over time. Theory-based, experi-

mental, in-depth, qualitative case studies and best practice–oriented evalu-

ative studies will complement this macro, nationwide statistical analysis to

advance our knowledge of the interactions among communities, students,

schools, and school crime.
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