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Abstract

A person-process-context ecological systems model (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) 
provided an organizing framework for examining student and parental perceptions 
of school safety among national samples of both adolescents and their parents. 
Structural equation modeling was used to test a model with paths between demo-
graphic characteristics, school processes, adolescents’ relationships with others, 
and both adolescent and parental perceptions of school safety. The models were 
estimated separately by gender and by ethnic/racial group. An acceptable fit was 
found for the model overall. Overall, adolescent age, SES, and neighborhood pre-
dicted school characteristics of school climate, substance abuse among students, 
and teacher knowledge of students.  School characteristics predicted parental 
involvement in schools, peers’ educational expectations, exposure to delinquent 
peers, and number of caring adult role models available to the adolescents, which, 
in turn, each predicted perceptions of school safety.  No gender differences were 
evident. At least two indices indicated an acceptable fit for the model for each 
ethnic/racial group. Some racial/ethnic differences were found in the paths within 
the model.
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Introduction

Highly publicized violent events in our nations’ middle and high schools have 
focused the attention of the public, students, and the educational community on 
school safety. According to recent polls, citizens identified school safety as the most 
important problem facing the nations’ schools and a majority of students reported 
that they sometimes felt unsafe at school (Rose & Gallup, 1999). Beyond the obvi-
ous physical dangers, feeling unsafe at school undermines students’ learning. Stu-
dents’ perceptions of being unsafe have been associated negatively with grades and 
school attendance among students (Bowan & Bowan, 1999), as well as disengage-
ment with daily lessons among high risk middle and high school students (Bowan, 
Richman, Brewster, & Bowan, 1998). Furthermore, unsafe schools are associated 
positively both with adolescents’ problem behavior at school (Bowan & Bowan, 
1999) and with leaving school by 10th grade (Bekuis, 1995). 

In response to public opinion and to the negative consequences associated with 
school safety, policymakers and practitioners have rushed to implement safety mea-
sures in schools (Dept. of Justice, 1996; Dryfoos, 1998; Flannery, 1997; Talley & 
Walz, 1994). A search of the literature, however, reveals that little is actually known 
about student and parental perception of school safety and what factors predict 
those perceptions. Identifying precursors of perceptions of safety can help preven-
tion and intervention programs to target specific populations that perceive greater 
risk and to consider increasing those pathways associated empirically with safety. 

In the present study, a person-process-context ecological systems model (Bron-
fenbrenner, 1992) provided an organizing framework for examining student and 
parental perceptions of school safety among a national sample. The essence of 
a person-process-context model is the idea that developmental pathways might 
differ depending on characteristics of persons and of context. Thus, the model can 
help us understand more about how students and parents perceive school safety in 
particular contexts. Structural equation modeling was used to test the model and to 
examine specific pathways for the sample overall, for males and females separately, 
as well as for African American, Hispanic, and White populations separately. 

Personal Characteristics 

Several studies have examined student age as a possible personal background 
characteristic that predicts different perceptions of safety and experiences that con-
tribute to perceptions of safety. However, those studies report inconsistent results. 
Some studies have observed a pattern whereby older students perceive themselves 
as being safer than younger students perceive themselves (Bowen & Bowen, 1999; 
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St. George & Thomas, 1997). Other studies observe the opposite pattern (Griffin 
& Cook, 1995). These inconsistencies might be due to differences in the age range 
and location of the study samples; therefore, in the present study we included 10 
–17 year old students from a national sample. We expected that student age would 
be linked to perceptions of school safety through two paths, one related to sub-
stance abuse among peers (Valois, McKeown, Garrison, & Vincent, 1995) and the 
other to how well they know their teachers. Substance abuse, although present 
among early adolescents to a disturbing degree, has tended to increase throughout 
adolescence (Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1995), so older students should 
have been more likely than younger students to attend schools where substance 
abuse was prevalent. Second, older students and their parents were expected to 
have had more distant relationships with teachers than younger students (Gath-
man, 1977). The processes through which substance abuse and knowing teachers 
in the school are expected to impact student and parental perceptions of safety are 
discussed below. 

Gender is another personal characteristic that might predict perceptions of 
school safety and experiences linked with such perceptions.  A study with school-
age children found no gender differences in perceptions of school safety (Hess & 
Graff, 1999). However, studies of older students have found that adolescent boys 
were more likely to report being victimized physically (Sheley, 1995) and that they 
perceived more danger from weapons and fights at school (Bowen & Bowen, 1999) 
than girls perceived.  The definition of safety as related to weapons and to personal 
involvement in fighting in those studies might have resulted in those gender differ-
ences. In this study, a global measure of safety is used in which parents and students 
reported on their perception of how safe the school was without reference to direct 
involvement with weapons or fighting. Our measure recognized that bystanders 
could feel unsafe without necessarily being involved as actors in violent incidents. 
The models were tested separately for males and for females so that paths related 
to perception of safety may be examined for gender differences.   

Contextual Characteristics

Demographic background characteristics such as neighborhood quality, family 
socioeconomic status (SES), and racial/ethnic group are variables that have been 
used to describe the “social address” at which children and adolescents grow up 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). “Social addresses” do not in and of themselves explain 
how or why individuals living within these contexts develop particular disposi-
tions or beliefs, such as believing that the schools are safe. Rather, a social address 
is often associated with participation in experiences or relationships that provide 
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either opportunities or constraints for individuals within a context. Those experi-
ences and relationships constitute developmental processes, which contribute to 
the development of skills, abilities, or beliefs (in this case, perceptions of safety). 
For instance, some have argued that neighborhood quality is associated with school 
safety (Arnette & Walsleben, 1998). Adolescents from better neighborhoods were 
expected to attend schools that were perceived as being more safe, whereas adoles-
cents from lower quality neighborhoods were expected to attend schools rated as 
less safe. However, this association between neighborhood and school safety does 
not identify the experiences and relationships that students encounter which result 
in perceptions of safety. Here we test our expectation that parents and students who 
live in poor quality neighborhoods will rate the schools their children attend as 
being less educationally oriented, orderly, and invitational than schools attended 
by children who reside in higher quality neighborhoods (Kozol, 1993). Similarly, 
we expect families with lower socioeconomic status to report that the schools their 
children attend have less favorable climates than schools attended by families with 
greater socioeconomic resources. 

Race/ethnicity also has been recognized as a predictor of students’ perceptions 
of safety.  A recent national survey found that, when compared to other students, 
more African American and Hispanic students reported that they did not feel safe at 
school (Harris & Associates, 1999). This is not surprising because minority youth 
disproportionately live in families with lower socioeconomic status than White stu-
dents (Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990). Neighborhood and school experiences of 
African American and Hispanic students also differ from those of White students 
(Sharp, Johnson, Kurotsuchi & Waltman, 1996). Consequently, analyses were con-
ducted separately for each group so that the overall model and the paths could be 
examined for possible differences between African American, Hispanic, and White 
samples.  

Mediating Characteristics and Processes

School qualities

In the model tested, qualities of the school setting were expected to be espe-
cially important intervening variables, linking both personal characteristics like 
student age and contextual background characteristics like neighborhood quality 
and socioeconomic status to perceptions of school safety through student involve-
ment in relationships with peers, parents, and other adults. Qualities of the school 
setting included several of those which have been discussed as related to percep-
tions of safety:  whether teachers knew the students and families (Devine, 1996), 
the extent of substance abuse in the students’ schools (Arnette & Walsleben, 1998), 

the school community journal

96

school safety

97



and the extent to which these schools were characterized as having orderly, educa-
tionally-oriented, and invitational climates (Dept. of Justice, 1996). Those qualities 
of the school setting were expected to predict adolescents’ access to relationships 
with peers and adults. 

Relationships

Schools that evinced an orderly, educationally-oriented, and invitational cli-
mate were expected to promote greater parent involvement than schools that did 
not (Bradley, Mindrup, & Wells, 1999; Brian, 1994). Some anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that parent-school relations are important for fostering safety (Gordon, 1999) 
and reports aimed at increasing safety often recommend that parent involvement 
be increased as a means of fostering safety (Arizona State Dept. of Education, 1994; 
Dryfoos, 1998; South Carolina State Dept. of Education, 1994; Talley & Walz, 
1994). Schools with positive climates should also have provided adolescents with 
greater exposure to peers that aspired to succeed educationally because such expo-
sure fosters motivation (Niebuhr, 1995).  A student body that focuses on educa-
tional goals has been expected to predict safer schools (Dept. of Justice, 1996). 

Substance abuse contributes to a host of problem behaviors among adolescent 
students, and drugs have been associated with school violence in national discus-
sions of the school safety issue (Talley & Walz, 1994). The prevalence of substance 
abuse among students in the school communities was expected to be linked to stu-
dents’ exposure to delinquent peers, which should predict adolescent and parental 
reports that the school was less safe. 

Adolescents who have teachers who know them and their families were 
expected to report that they have caring adult role models in their lives, a factor 
that contributes to greater perceptions of safety among school-age children (Hess 
& Graff, 1999). In this study, we investigate whether the findings with school-age 
children extend to adolescent students. Because teachers see adolescents on an 
almost daily basis and have a professional responsibility to their students, teachers 
can have a significant impact on the number of adults adolescents identify as caring 
role models. We expected that those students who reported that they had adults 
who cared about them felt more safe and secure at school than students who were 
bereft of caring adults.  

In summary, a model is tested with paths between demographic characteristics 
and within school processes, adolescents’ relationships with others, and both ado-
lescent and parental perceptions of school safety. The models are estimated sepa-
rately by gender and for the White, African American, and Hispanic samples.   
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Method

Survey of Parents and Children, 1990-United States, 1994

This study entails secondary analysis of the Survey of Parents and Children, 
1990: [United States] (National Commission on Children, 1994). Data collection 
procedures were designed to gather information from a representative sample of 
parents living with their children in the continental United States. Households 
with children age 10 and over were sampled.  African-Americans and Hispanics 
were oversampled to ensure adequate representation of these families. A three-part 
stratified random sampling strategy was followed in choosing participants. First, a 
national sample of random-digit telephone numbers was selected from telephone 
exchanges in the continental United States stratified by region and size of city. 
Eighty-five percent of the contacted households cooperated in a screening proce-
dure, and 90% of the eligible households completed an interview. 

Second, a national sample of random-digit telephone numbers was selected to 
produce a representative sample of African American families living in areas that 
the U. S. Census identified as having significant African American population. 
Households were screened to determine eligibility by race. Eighty-eight percent 
of contacted households cooperated in the survey and 87% of the eligible African 
American households completed an interview. Third, a national sample of ran-
dom-digit telephone numbers was selected to produce a representative sample of 
the Hispanic population with Hispanic surnames based on households in census 
tracts that were largely Hispanic  (according to the U. S. Census Bureau).  House-
holds were screened to determine eligibility by ethnicity. Eighty-seven percent of 
the contacted households cooperated in the screening and 91% of the eligible His-
panic households completed an interview. Hispanic respondents were offered a 
Spanish version of the interview. Overall, telephone interviews were completed 
with 1,738 parents. One 10- to 17-year-old child per family was interviewed in 929 
of the participating households with adolescent children.

Sample

The current study uses data from the 658 10 – 17 year olds and their participat-
ing parent for whom there was complete data.  There were 288 White (n = 129 boys, 
n = 159 girls), 174 African American (n= 97 boys, n = 77 girls), and 196 Hispanic 
(n = 102 boys, n = 94 girls) student participants. 
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Measures

Background Characteristics. Information on the adolescent’s age and gender 
was collected during the initial screening contact. The data set contained multiple 
indicators of socioeconomic status. First, parents were asked to indicate into which 
of seven increments of $10,000 their yearly family income fell (top of scale was > 
$60,000).  Second, parents were asked to rate how much worry that they had about 
paying for each of four necessities (food, housing, clothing, and medical expenses) 
on a four-point scale from none (0) to a lot (3). A financial stress variable (fnstress) 
was created by averaging the four items (Cronbach alpha = .87). Third, parents 
reported (yes or no) whether they owned or were purchasing the family home. 
Finally, parents provided information on their educational attainment and that of 
their spouse (if married). A parent education variable (pared) was constructed for 
this study representing the highest of either the mother’s or the father’s educational 
level. This variable ranged from 1 = 8th grade education or less to 7 = graduate or 
professional degree. Family income, financial stress, home ownership, and parental 
educational attainment formed a latent variable that we termed SES.

Parent and student reports of the neighborhood formed another latent variable 
(NEIGH). Items on both the parent and adolescent surveys pertained to the resi-
dential neighborhood. A neighborhood youth resources variable was comprised 
of six items from the parent interview. Parents provided reports (yes, no, don’t 
know) on the availability of six after-school and summer resources for youth resid-
ing in their neighborhoods. These included: youth groups run by organizations 
like scouting or boys/girls clubs, sports activities, academic tutoring, summer pro-
grams, enrichment lessons, and church (or temple) youth groups. Cronbach’s 
alpha of these six items was .73. Parents used a three point scale (3 = big problem, 
2 = somewhat of a problem, and 1 = not a problem) to report the extent to which 7 
problems existed in their neighborhood. These indicators of neighborhood social 
control which have been used and demonstrated to be reliable in other studies 
(Elliot, Wilson, Huizinga, & Sampson, 1996; Sampson, 1997) included: disregard 
for rules and laws; crime and violence; abandoned buildings; unsupervised chil-
dren; social isolation of residents; and unemployment. Cronbach’s alpha was .80.  
Parents also reported whether the neighborhood has safe places for teenagers other 
than their own home (1 = yes, 0 = no). In addition, parents rated the quality of the 
neighborhood as a place to raise children using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = 
excellent to 5 = poor. Adolescents provided a similar rating on the quality of the 
neighborhood as a place to grow up using the same 5-point scale as their parents. 
These five observed variables formed a latent variable of the neighborhood.

School qualities. Three school qualities were examined. First, a latent variable 
of school climate (SCHRATE) was constructed from student and parent ratings of 
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the orderliness, educational focus, and invitational climate of the school. Students 
reported whether (1 =yes, 0 = no) at their school, “kids can get away with almost 
anything,” the principal cares about students, and “kids who get good grades are 
respected.” Those student ratings were summed. Using a scale of 1 = F through 5 
= A, parents rated teachers’ caring about students, principal’s leadership effective-
ness, teachers’skills, school communication to parents about children, parent par-
ticipation in decision making, teaching students morals, and maintenance of order 
and discipline. A low SCHRATE score represented a worse school climate while a 
high score represented a better school climate.  Second, student reports of whether 
(1 = yes or 0 = no) their teachers knew them well and had talked to at least one of 
their parents (1 = yes or 0 = no) were summed (KNOWT). Third, student reports 
of whether drug (1 = yes, 0 = no) and alcohol (1 = yes, 0 = no) abuse (DRUGAB) 
was prevalent at their school were summed. 

Relationships. Four different types of relationships were included in the model 
as latent variables. Youth identified the number of adults who cared about them 
and who they admired (CAREAD). Youth also reported on the educational aspira-
tions (PEERED) and the involvement in delinquent acts (11 items) of their peers 
(DELPEER). A parent involvement variable (PINV) was comprised of parent’s 
report of their involvement with the adolescent’s school (5 items) including dis-
cussing adolescent’s school progress with a teacher, participating in the PTO, 
attending a school event to see adolescent perform, helping with a field trip or other 
activity, and helping with a youth group, club, or athletic team.

Perceptions of School Safety. Students and parents provided reports regarding 
the safety of the school the student was attending. Students reported whether (yes 
or no) they felt safe at school and parents reported “how safe the school is for stu-
dents who attend” using a five point scale.  These reports formed a school safety 
latent variable (SSAFE).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Means and standard deviations can be seen in Table 1. The MANOVA, uni-
variate ANOVA, and Bonferoni multiple comparison results described briefly in 
this section, which are not presented here in detail to conserve space, are available 
by request from the authors. Those preliminary analyses determined that there 
were no significant mean differences by student gender, and the gender by ethnic-
ity interaction was not significant at the .05 level. For the school safety latent vari-
able, White adolescents reported being safer at school than African American and 
Hispanic adolescents, and White parents rated their adolescents’ schools as safer 
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than African American parents (Hispanics did not differ significantly from either 
group). 

There also were some mean differences by race/ethnicity in the contextual 
and mediating variables. Not surprisingly, Whites reported higher SES and better 
neighborhood conditions than African Americans and Hispanics, and White par-
ents had more years of education than African American parents who, in turn, had 
more education than Hispanic parents. Hispanics rated their adolescents’ schools 
higher than African American and White parents rated their schools.  Peer differ-
ences were evident such that (a) African Americans had more delinquent peers than 
Hispanics (Whites did not differ from either group), and (b) White adolescents 
reported that their peers had higher educational aspirations than African Ameri-
cans or Hispanics. The groups were not significantly different on the following vari-
ables: adolescent age, teacher knows student, student substance abuse at school, 
number of caring adults, and parent involvement. Correlation matrices are available 
upon request from the authors.

Model Testing

Structural equation modeling (LISREL 8, Joreskog & Sorbom, 1993) was used 
to assess the relations among the variables used in the theoretical model depicted 
in Figure 1.  The theoretical model was evaluated separately for the overall sample, 
and for the African American, Hispanic and White samples. Results are shown in 
Table 2.  As the data were reasonably normally distributed (e.g., no variables had 
skewness or kurtosis values exceeding |1.5|), maximum-likelihood was selected as 
the method of estimation. 

The first step in evaluating the model was to assess the fit between the hypoth-
esized model and the sample data. The goodness-of-fit index (GFI) is considered 
a desirable statistic for this purpose because the chi-square (X2) statistic is easily 
influenced by large sample size (e.g., Fassinger, 1987). The adjusted goodness-of-
fit (AFGI) adjusts the GFI for degrees of freedom. The standardized root mean 
square residual (SRMR) is a standardized measure of the residuals resulting from 
the difference between the sample covariance matrix and the model-implied covari-
ance matrix. The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is a measure 
of error approximation in the population, or discrepancy, per degree of freedom. 
GFI values above .90, AGFI values above .80, and SRMR values below .10 are often 
cited as criteria for acceptable fit (e.g., Long, Kahn, & Schultz, 1992; Schumacker 
& Lomax, 1996).  More recently, Hu and Bentler (1999) suggest a combinational 
rule that SRMR values less than .11 and RMSEA values less than .08 indicate 
acceptable fit.  
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Each index and the combinatorial rule indicated that the data had an acceptable 
fit for the overall sample. The AGFI, SRMR, and combinatorial rule indicate that 
the data had an acceptable fit for the White and African American samples. For the 
Hispanic sample, the AGFI and combinatorial rule indicated an acceptable fit. In 
the cases that acceptable fits were not found, indices suggested marginal fit.  

In terms of the measurement of the latent variables, all of the observed variables 
were found to have significant factor loadings on the appropriate latent variables.  
Thus, the measurement model was statistically supported. 
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Variables 

Overall Sample Non Hispanic 
White Sample

Hispanic 
Sample

African 
American 

Sample

Variables    

1.  Income 3.63 (1.63) 4.26 (1.42) 3.10 (1.62) 2.95 (1.55)

2.  Fnstress  1.49    (0.93)  1.25    (0.85)  1.68    (0.94)  1.67    (0.97)

3.  Ownhm  0.71    (0.45)  0.83    (0.37)  0.65    (0.65)  0.57    (0.50)

4.  Pared   4.37    (1.79)  4.95    (1.62)  3.70    (1.93)  4.15    (1.59)

5.  Age 13.41    (2.23) 13.58    (2.29) 13.19    (2.08) 13.36    (2.29)

6.  Nresrev  4.32    (1.77)  4.91    (1.34)  4.13    (1.82)  3.56    (1.99)

7.  Nsafe  0.42    (0.49)  0.45    (0.50)  0.42    (0.50)  0.38    (0.49)

8.  Nprob  1.46    (0.45)  1.33    (0.34)  1.50    (0.47)  1.64    (0.52)

9.  PbadN  2.35    (1.16)  1.93    (1.02)  2.49    (1.16)  2.86    (1.14)

10.  SbadN  2.55    (1.13)  2.28    (1.05)  2.67    (1.12)  2.86    (1.17)

11.  PschlR 29.36    (4.70) 28.90    (4.63) 30.38    (4.55) 28.95    (4.83)

12.  Schclm  2.96    (0.58)  2.99    (0.62)  2.95    (0.60)  2.92    (0.49)

13.  Knowt  1.50    (0.66)  1.45    (0.69)  1.53    (0.66)  1.55    (0.62)

14.  Drugs   0.54    (0.77)  0.56    (0.76)  0.56    (.80)  0.48    (0.76)

15.  Caread  3.57    (1.36)  3.60    (1.36)  3.55    (1.31)  3.52    (1.43)

16.  Delpeer  1.70    (0.76)  1.68    (0.75)  1.60    (0.75)  1.84    (0.77)

17.  Peered  2.95    (0.74)  3.08    (0.68)  2.80    (0.78)  2.90    (0.76)

18.  Pinv  3.44    (1.38)  3.58    (1.37)  3.37    (1.36)  3.28    (1.42)

19.  Ssafe  0.88    (0.32)  0.93    (0.25)  0.84    (0.37)  0.86    (0.35)

20.  Pssafe  4.25    (0.94)  4.38    (0.85)  4.25    (0.96)  4.03    (1.02)

Note. Standard deviations are displayed in parentheses. 



The model also was assessed by examining the standardized path coefficients 
for the relations among the latent variables. These coefficients are analogous to 
standardized beta weights in multiple regression. All of the significant paths were 
in the expected direction.  For the overall sample, all paths were statistically signifi-
cant except for the influence of neighborhood on school substance abuse. For the 
African American sample, all paths were statistically significant except for the influ-
ence of  (a) neighborhood quality on school rating, (b) school rating on peer edu-
cational goals,  (c) teacher knowing on caring adult, and (d) peer educational goals 
and caring adult on safe school.  For the White sample, all paths were significant 
except for the influence of  (a) neighborhood on school substance abuse, and (b) 
both parent involvement and delinquent peer on safe school.  For the Hispanic 
sample, all paths were significant except for the influence of (a) SES and neighbor-
hood on school rating, (b) neighborhood on school substance abuse, (c) teacher 
knowing on caring adult, (d) parent involvement and caring adult on safe school, 
and (e) school rating on parent involvement.
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Fig. 1 - School Safety Model*

*- Significant paths noted (p < .05); (-) denotes negative paths; OV = overall, C = Caucasian, 
AA = African-American, H = Hispanic.



Discussion

Analyses demonstrated that school characteristics and relationships mediated 
adolescents’ background characteristics and perceptions of school safety. Consis-
tent with Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) model, paths differed by characteristics of per-
sons and context.
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Table 2.  Results of Structural Equation Models*

Paths: Overall White African Am. Hispanic

SES->SCHRATE 0.65 0.24 0.28 0.02  ns

NEIGH->SCHRATE 0.19 0.84 0.10  ns 0.11  ns

NEIGH->DRUGAB -.03  ns 0.03  ns -.15 -.04  ns

AGE->DRUGAB 0.57 0.64 0.54 0.51

AGE->KNOWT -.23 -.25 -.12 -.27

SCHRATE->PARINV 0.49 0.38 0.99 0.04  ns

SCHRATE->PEERED 0.42 0.39 0.05  ns 0.11

DRUGAB->DELPEER 0.49 0.47 0.60 0.45

KNOWT->CAREAD 0.10 0.17 0.00  ns 0.10  ns

PARINV->SSAFE 0.11 0.12  ns 0.24 0.05  ns

PEERED->SSAFE 0.19 0.26 -.05  ns 0.26

DELPEER->SSAFE -.24 -.05  ns -.41 -.31

CAREAD->SSAFE 0.12 0.24 -.01  ns 0.07  ns

Goodness of fit indices:    

c2 (160) 674.56 385.61 307.58 341.96

GFI 0.90 0.88 0.85 0.85

AGFI 0.87 0.84 0.81 0.80

SRMR 0.086 0.091 0.098 0.11

RMSEA 0.070 0.070 0.073 0.076

*Completely standardized estimates; all paths significant (p < .05) unless ns indicated



Personal Characteristics 

Age

In this national sample, older adolescents and their parents did not report 
greater safety at school than younger adolescents, as has been reported in several 
previous studies (Bowen & Bowen, 1999; St. George & Thomas, 1997).  How-
ever, in the present study, indirect relationships were observed between age and 
school safety. First, age was associated with the adolescent’s report of the teacher 
knowing them and their parents such that younger adolescents, as compared to 
older, believed that their teachers knew them and their parents. Adolescents who 
reported that their teachers knew them and their parents also identified more caring 
adult role models in their lives, which was associated with greater perceptions of 
school safety. Second, as expected (Johnston, et al., 1995), older adolescents were 
exposed to more substance abuse at school, which predicted exposure to delin-
quency that was associated with perceptions of the school as less safe. Younger 
students were more likely to feel safer at school when they had more positive rela-
tionships with adults at school and less exposure to substance abuse and delin-
quency among their peers.

Gender

Perceptions of school safety did not differ by gender. Previous research shows 
that male, as compared to female, students are at greater risk for injury in schools 
(Hess & Graff, 1999), more likely to report being victimized physically (Sheley, 
1995), and more likely to perceive danger from weapons and fights at school 
(Bowen & Bowen, 1999). The definition of safety in those studies as related to 
weapon use or as being an actor in fights might have resulted in those gender dif-
ferences. The findings in the current study using a global measure of safety high-
light the potential negative effects of unsafe conditions on all students, even those 
who are not as likely to carry weapons or to be injured physically. This is similar to 
research on unsafe neighborhoods, which has indicated that vicarious experience 
as a witness of dangerous conditions is linked to fearful perceptions (Martinez & 
Richter, 1993). 

Contextual Characteristics

The findings in the present study are consistent with other reports that have 
linked better SES and residential neighborhood to more pleasant and advantaged 
school conditions (Kozol, 1991). In the current study, experience of a more positive 
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school climate was linked to school safety through relationships with parents who 
were more involved at school and with peers who had higher educational aspira-
tions. The implications of these associations are discussed below.

Mediating Processes

The findings demonstrated that positive climate was linked to greater parent 
involvement and to higher educational aspirations among students, which were, 
in turn, linked to reports of safer schools. This indicates that improvement of a 
school’s climate might be an effective way to promote parent involvement and to 
increase school safety. There is a substantial literature to draw upon for those wish-
ing to pursue improvement of school climate (e.g., Hoy, Tarter & Kottkamp, 1991). 
It is especially important for researchers to focus more carefully on school climate 
in the current push for implementing safety measures like metal detectors, locker 
searches, and police officers or security guards assigned full time to high school 
campuses. We know little about the effect of implementing such measures on school 
climate.

Overall, students who reported that their teachers know them and their family 
also report that there are more caring and supportive adult role models available to 
them and, consequently, perceive that the school is safer. Relationships with teach-
ers tend to become more distant during adolescence, partly because students have 
more than one teacher, but some schools have established practices that promote 
close, caring working relationships between teachers and students. Meier (1995), 
writing from experience, argues, “Every child is entitled to be in a school small 
enough that he or she can be known by name to every faculty member in the school 
and well known by at least a few of them, a school so small that family can easily come 
in and see the responsible adults” (p. 117). Other high schools have successfully 
implemented the American Psychological Association’s Learner Centered Prin-
ciples, which include an emphasis on teacher-student relationships (Midcontinent 
Regional Educational Laboratory, 1994).

Contact with delinquent peers was an important predictor of school safety. Con-
sistent with data collected by the National Household Education Survey in which 
students reported that substance abuse in school was a bigger problem than being 
attacked physically (Kimweli, 1997), contact with delinquent peers was predicted 
by the level of substance abuse in the schools. These findings suggest that schools 
might benefit by focusing on ways to limit substance abuse levels among students 
and to buffer contact with delinquent youth. One promising means for reducing 
substance abuse levels is to inform students that substance abuse is not normative 
among adolescents (Haines, 1998); other research-based prevention efforts have 
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been described for schools by the National Institute on Drug Abuse (Sloboda & 
David, 1999). Recent longitudinal research reported that participation in extracur-
ricular activities at school at some time during grades six through ten mitigated 
high-risk adolescents participation in delinquency, especially when their social net-
work also participated (Mahoney, 2000). 

Race/Ethnicity

The model received some empirical support for each of the ethnic/racial 
groups. In this study, perceptions of school safety differed by racial/ethnic group. 
Similar to recent national surveys (Harris & Associates, 1995), Whites perceived 
the schools as safer than did either Hispanics or African Americans. Whites also 
had higher socioeconomic status and lived in neighborhoods with more resources 
and fewer problems than did minority families. These differences in background 
characteristics provided empirical justification for conducting analyses separately 
by racial/ethnic group. It should be noted that the data fit for the Hispanic sample, 
although acceptable on two indices, was not as strong as the fit for the other sam-
ples.  This might be because there is considerable variation within the Hispanic 
sample. For example, some Hispanic families are more recent immigrants who have 
different experiences than Hispanics who have been in the United States for several 
generations.

Some racial/ethnic differences also were found when examining the paths 
within the model. The quality of the families’ residential neighborhoods predicted 
school climate for the White sample but not for the Hispanic or African American 
samples. It might be that a number of the minority students attended schools out-
side of their neighborhoods. The minority samples in this data set were drawn 
from just the type of neighborhoods that have been targeted by desegregation and 
school choice plans over the last several decades. Information was not available 
in the data set on how many students attended schools outside their neighbor-
hoods. Using a much smaller low-income, urban-center sample, Shumow, Vandell, 
and Kang (1996) found that parents whose young adolescents attended neighbor-
hood schools rated the school quality lower than parents whose young adolescents 
attended choice schools, but that difference was not statistically significant. Future 
studies should consider participation in school choice plans as a possible modera-
tor of relationships between neighborhood quality and school ratings.

Several ethnic/racial differences were found between school qualities and rela-
tionships experienced by the students. The proportion of minority adolescents 
who reported that their teachers knew them and their parents did not differ from 
that of White adolescents. However, in contrast to the White students, teachers 
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knowing them and their families did not result in the minority students reporting 
that there were more caring and supportive adults in their lives, which might indi-
cate that the teachers’ contact with them and their parents was not positive. This 
is consistent with reports that many Hispanic students describe feeling alienated 
at school because teachers do not care about them (Nieto, 1997) and that African 
American and Hispanic students perceive that they are disciplined more harshly 
than other students (Davidson, 1996). The finding that, for minority adolescents, 
knowing their teachers did not predict the number of adults in their supportive 
network needs to be further explored by examining the quality of teachers’ relation-
ships with minority youth. For Hispanic adolescents, there is some qualitative evi-
dence that caring teachers can play an important role in their development (Salas, 
2000). A promising direction might be to foster positive relationships between 
students and teachers/other adults in schools through programs designed for that 
purpose and then to examine the quality of these relationships as a source of sup-
port. In the present study the number of caring adult role models did not predict 
school safety for these minority youth, even though minority youth reported having 
as many caring adults in their support network, suggesting that those caring adult 
role models exist outside the school context.

Peer variables operated differently in the three racial/ethnic groups. The extent 
of contact with delinquent peers was not a factor in perceptions of school safety 
for White students, but it was for both African American and Hispanic students. 
A school context in which peers had high educational aspirations predicted both 
White and Hispanic students’ perception of safety, but that peer characteristic was 
not related to perceptions of safety among African American students. The posi-
tive relationship with teachers observed among White, but not minority, students 
might explain the greater influence of peers on the minority students’ perceptions 
of safety. The minority students did not believe that the teachers were supportive, 
so perhaps delinquent peers had a greater influence on the minority students’ per-
ceptions of safety because they did not believe that they could depend on teachers 
to ensure a safe school environment.

For the African American adolescents, parent involvement was more important 
than peers’ educational focus in terms of predicting perceptions of safety. Interest-
ingly, parent involvement was strongly predicted by the school climate perceived by 
African Americans and, in turn, predicted perceptions of school safety. However, in 
the case of Hispanic parents, who provided more positive ratings for school climate 
than African American parents, those ratings did not predict parental involvement, 
nor did parental involvement predict perceptions of school safety. Other research-
ers also have found that Hispanic parents provide high ratings of their children’s 
schools, yet those ratings did not correspond to greater involvement in their chil-
dren’s schooling as they did for African American and White parents (Stevenson, 
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Chen, & Uttal, 1990). Moreno and Lopez (1999) have argued that Hispanic par-
ents, regardless of their educational level, might have an “immigrant zeal” (p. 97) 
which leads them to be optimistic and positive about their children’s school situ-
ation and demonstrated that their involvement is predicted by their educational 
level, not their opinion of the school. In the current study, data were not available on 
extent of acculturation, so that explanation could not be tested empirically here.

It should be noted that the racial/ethnic make-up of the schools these students 
attended could be a factor in predicting the safety concerns of the students and their 
parents. For example, minority students who attend predominately White schools 
might feel less safe in those schools than in schools that are predominately African 
American or Hispanic. Unfortunately, the data set did not contain school level data 
so we could not investigate such possibilities. Future studies could examine the 
racial/ethnic make-up of the student body and faculty as possible predictors of stu-
dent and parent perceptions of safety. 

In summary, parents and students who perceive their schools to be safe describe 
healthy communities in which students are focused on education, supported by 
parents, teachers, and other caring adults, and sheltered from negative peer behav-
iors. It is perhaps not surprising that such schools are perceived as being safer 
than schools that do not have flourishing educational communities. Specific racial/
ethnic differences were found in the overall pattern, suggesting that schools might 
employ different strategies to foster healthy communities with students and parents 
of varying ethnic/racial backgrounds.

References

Arizona State Department of Education (1994). School violence: Report of the superintendent’s task 
force. Phoenix: Author. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 381704)

Arnette, J., & Walsleben, M. (1998). Combating fear and restoring safety in schools. (Department 
of Justice Clearing House No. EA029177). Washington, DC: Juvenile Justice Bulletin, Office 
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. 
ED 420 121) 

Bekuis, T. (1995, March). Unsafe public schools and the risk of dropping out: A longitudinal study 
of adolescents.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Eastern Psychological Association, 
Boston, MA.

Bowan, N., & Bowan, G. (1999). Effects of crime and violence in neighborhoods and schools on the 
school behavior and performance of adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Research, 14, 319-342.

Bowan, G., Richman, J., Brewster, A., & Bowen, N. (1998). Sense of school coherence, percep-
tions of danger at school, and teacher support among youths at risk of school failure. Child & 
Adolescent Social Work Journal, 15, 273-286.

Bradley, S., Mindrup, C., & Wells, L. (1999). Parental involvement through the use of motivational 
activities. (ERIC Document Reproduction Services No. ED433 918)

Brian, D. (1994, April). Parental involvement in high schools. Paper presented at the annual meeting 
of the American Educational Research Association, New Orleans, LA

the school community journal

108

school safety

109



Bronfenbrenner, U.  (1992). Ecological systems theory. In R. Vasta (Ed.), Annals of Child Develop-
ment (Vol. 6, pp. 187-249). London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

Davidson, A. L. (1996). Making and molding identity in schools: Student narratives on race, gender, 
and academic engagement. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Department of Justice. (1996). Creating safe and drug free schools: An action guide. Washington, 
DC: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.

Devine, J. (1996). Maximum security: The culture of violence in inner-city schools. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press. 

Dryfoos, J. (1998). Safe passage: Making it through adolescence in a risky society. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Elliot, D., Wilson, W. J., Huizinga, D., & Sampson, R. (1996).  The effects of neighborhood dis-
advantage on adolescent development.  Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 33, 
389-426.

Fassinger, R. (1987). Use of structural equation modeling in counseling psychology. Journal of 
Counseling Psychology, 34, 425-436.

Flannery, D. (1997). School violence, risk, preventive intervention and policy. (Clearinghouse No. 
UD032133). Urban Diversity Series No. 109. New York: Columbia University, ERIC Clearing-
house on Urban Education.

Gathman, G. (1977). The relationship between student sex, grade level, and trust of teachers. The 
Humanist Educator, 16, 33-37.

Griffen, E., & Cook, T. (1995, April). Age differences in inner-city children’s views of their homes, 
schools, friends, and neighborhoods. Paper presented at the biennial meeting of the Society for 
Research in Child Development, Indianapolis, IN.

Haines, M. (1998). Community generated protective norms reduce risk and promote health.  
ACTION Newsletter of the American College Health Association, 38(3). 

Harris & Associates. (1995). Between hope and fear: Teens speak out on crime and the community. 
New York: Author.

Hess, L., & Graff, J. (1999, April). Children’s safety at school: Ecological and social support factors. 
Paper presented at biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development,  Albu-
querque, NM. 

Hoy, W., Tarter, C., & Kottkamp, R. (1991). Open schools/healthy schools. Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage. 

Hu, L., & Bentler, P. M.  (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indices in covariance structure analysis: Con-
ventional criteria versus new alternatives.  Structural Equation Modeling, 6, 1-55.

Johnston, L., O’Malley, P., & Bachman, J. (1995). National survey results on drug use from the moni-
toring the future study: Vol. 1. Secondary school students. Ann Arbor, MI: Institute of Social 
Research. 

Joreskog, K. G., & Sorbom, D. (1993). LISREL 8: Structural equation modeling with the SIMPLIS 
command language. Chicago: Scientific Software.

Kozol, J. (1991). Savage inequalities: Children in America’s schools. New York: Crown Publishers. 
Long, B., Kahn, S. & Schutz, R. (1992). Causal models of stress and coping: Women in manage-

ment.  Journal of Counseling Psychology, 39, 227-239.
Mahoney, J. (2000). School extracurricular activity participation as a moderator in the development 

of antisocial patterns. Child Development, 71, 502-516.
Martinez, P., & Richter, J. (1993). The NIMH community violence project: Children’s distress 

symptoms associated with violence exposure. Psychiatry, 56, 22-35.
Meier, D. (1995). The power of their ideas: Lessons for America from a small school in Harlem. 

Boston: Beacon Press. 

the school community journal

110

school safety

111



Midcontinent Regional Educational Laboratory. (1994). For our students; For ourselves [Video-
tape]. (Available from MCREL, 2550 S. Parker Rd., Suite 500, Aurora CO 80014)

National Commission on Children. (1994). Survey of parents and children, 1990: [United States]. 
Washington, DC: Children Trends, Inc., Princeton NJ: Princeton Survey Research, and Ann 
Arbor, MI: DataStat [producers], 1990. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Politi-
cal and Social Research [distributor].

Niebuhr, K. (1995). The effect of motivation on the relationship of school climate, family envi-
ronment, and student characteristics to academic achievement. Paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the Mid-South Educational Research Association. (ERIC Document Reproduction 
Service No ED 393 202)

Nieto, S. (1997).  Ethnicity and education forum: What difference does difference make?  Harvard 
Educational Review, 67,  169-187.  

Rose, L., & Gallup, A. (1999). The 31st annual Phi Delta Kappa Poll of the public’s attitudes toward 
the schools. www.pdkintl.org/Kappan/kpol9909.htm

Salas, J. (2000, March). Successful Latina(o) students: Caring teachers and challenging curricula. 
Paper presented at the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Adolescence, Chicago, 
IL.

Schumacker, R. E., & Lomax, R. G. (1996).  A beginner’s guide to structural equation modeling. 
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sharp, S., Johnson, J., Kurotsuchi, K., & Waltman, J. (1996, April). Insider information: Social 
influence on college attendance. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educa-
tional Research Association, New York. 

Sheley, J. (1995). Weapon-related victimization in selected inner-city high school samples: Final 
report.  Washington, DC: Department of Justice. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. 
ED 381 598)

Shumow, L., Vandell, D., & Kang, K. (1996). School choice, family characteristics, and home-
school relations: Contributor to school achievement? Journal of Educational Psychology, 88, 
451 – 460.

Sloboda, Z., & David, S. (1999). Preventing drug abuse among children and adolescents: A research 
based guide. (NIH Publication No. 99-4212) Washington, DC: National Institute on Drug 
Abuse.

South Carolina State Department of Education. (1994). School safety action report: Recommenda-
tions from Action Group for School Safety. Columbia, SC: Author.(ERIC Document Reproduc-
tion Service No. ED 381 713)

Spencer, M., & Dornbusch, S. (1990). Challenges of studying minority youth. In S. Feldman & F. 
Elliot (Eds.), At the threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 123-146). Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press.

St. George, D., & Thomas, S. (1997). Perceived risk of fighting and actual fighting behavior among 
middle school students. Journal of School Health, 67, 178-181.

Talley, R., & Walz, G. (Eds.). (1994, October). Safe schools, safe students, proceedings of the National 
Educational Goals Panel/ National Alliance of Pupil services Organization Conference. Wash-
ington, DC: National Educational Goals Panel. ERIC Clearinghouse on Counseling and Stu-
dent Services, Greensboro, NC. (ERIC Document Reproduction Services No. ED 398 521)

Valois, R., McKeown, R., Garrison, C., & Vincent, M. (1995). Correlates of aggressive and violent 
behaviors among high school adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 16, 26-34.

the school community journal

110

school safety

111



Lee Shumow is an associate professor at Northern Illinois University in the Educational Psy-
chology and Foundations Department. She studies the impact of family, community, and school 
relationships on student adjustment. Richard Lomax is a research methodologist in the College 
of Education at the University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa. His specialities are applied statistics and 
structural equation modeling.

Correspondence concerning this paper can be addressed to Lee Shumow, EPF Dept., NIU 
DeKalb, IL 60115 or email: Lshumow@niu.edu.

The authors are grateful to Deborah Holderness for assistance with creating the figure.
 
     

the school community journal

112 113


