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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Results from the Study on School Violence and Prevention indicate that, while schools
nationally experienced relatively low levels of serious violent crime, some schools did experience serious
violence and disorder. In many schools, high levels of less serious violent crime and property crime were
common, particularly in middle schools. To prevent such problem behavior and make schools more
conducive to learning, schools implemented many and diverse prevention activities. However, on the
whole, the quality of those prevention activitiesis poor. These findings, which are for the 1997-98 school
year, suggest that schools need to improve the quality of prevention programming through attention to
needs assessment, planning, increased use of research-based approaches, and monitoring of
implementation.

STUDY BACKGROUND

The study on which these findings are based, the Study on School Violence and Prevention,
was funded by the U.S. Department of Education (and conducted in collaboration with the Nationa
Institute of Justice, U.S. Department of Justice) to investigate the extent of problem behavior in schools
nationally and several aspects of delinquency prevention efforts in schools, such as types and quality of
prevention efforts, how schools plan and use information about prevention options to improve their own
efforts and school management, and sources of funding for school prevention activities.

During spring 1997, 886 elementary and secondary (i.e., both middle school and high
school) principals provided information about prevention activities in their schools. During spring 1998,
principals and prevention program providers in many of these same schools provided information on
prevention efforts, their schools' discipline practices, and Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities
Act (SDFSCA) funding for prevention activities. In addition, students and teachers in many of the
participating secondary schools responded to surveys on their experiences with school disorder and with
prevention activities; school district officials associated with these secondary schools also provided
information on SDFSCA and non-SDFSCA programs and funding. The patterns of problem behavior
found by the current study are generally consistent with those found by other recent studies.



Although this study has many strengths, including the use of multiple information sources to

collect detailed information on characteristics of school prevention programming and adequacy of

program implementation, it also has limitations, primarily with regard to response rates. Methodological

issues are discussed in detail in the report's introduction and appendices.

In the remainder of this summary, we highlight main findings from the study.

PROBLEM BEHAVIOR IN SCHOOLS

During the 1997-98 school year, serious violent crime in schools was relatively infrequent.

However, schools did experience high levels of less serious violent crime and property crime that

compromised instruction in many classrooms. Middle schools experienced more problem behavior than

other schools. On the whole, students and teachers felt safe at schools, although about one-quarter had

concerns about safety and disorder.

Schools Reporting Incidentsto Police

One measure of school safety and disorder is the number of crimes and disciplinary incidents
that come to the attention of school administrators. The study asked principals about the number of
crimes that they reported to law enforcement officials. In general, elementary schools tend to experience

the lowest rates of serious incidents and middle schools the highest rates.

According to principal reports, 66 percent of schools experienced one or more
incidents of less serious violent crime or property crime (i.e., fighting without a
weapon, vandalism, or theft) and 10 percent experienced at least one serious violent
crime (i.e., fighting with aweapon or robbery).

Compared with elementary and high schools, middle schools had higher levels of
many types of problem behavior. According to principal reports, 21 percent of middle
schools had one or more incidents of physical attack or fight with a weapon, compared
to 2 percent of elementary schools and 11 percent of high schools. Principals also
reported that 72 percent of middle schools experienced fights without a weapon,
compared to 34 percent of elementary schools and 56 percent of high schools.

Schools with high levels of serious violent crime—*problem schools’—were similar
to al other schools on characteristics such as urbanicity (percent urban, suburban, and
rural), free and reduced-price school lunch, and enrollment. Problem high schools
aso did not differ from the other high schools in terms of the percentage of minority
students. However, problem middle schools had a higher percentage of minority
students than all other middle schools.



Victimization of Studentsand Teachers

Another measure of school safety and disorder isthe amount of victimization experienced by

students and teachers while at school. This measure provides an important complement to data obtained

from principals about incidents reported to police, since administrators are not aways aware of al the

incidents that occur in schools. The study asked students and teachers in secondary schools (middlie and

high schools) about their experiences with various types of crimes and disorderly conduct. Middle school

students and teachers were in many cases more likely to be victimized than their high school counterparts.

Approximately 18 percent of students in secondary schools were threatened with a
beating, and 13 percent of students were attacked without a weapon. In terms of
serious violent crime, 11 percent of students experienced at least one serious violent
incident (robbery or threatened with a weapon) at school.

A dlightly higher percentage of middle school students than high school students were
the victims of robbery. For example, 8 percent of middle school students were robbed
of $1 or more in school, compared with 4 percent of high school students.
Additionally, for all types of less serious violent crime and property crime, a higher
percentage of middle schools students than high school students reported being
victimized. For example, 19 percent of middle school students were physically
attacked in school, compared with 10 percent of high school students.

Approximately 62 percent of teachers experienced one or more incidents of less
serious violent crime or property crime (i.e., threatened in remarks by a student,
received obscene remarks or gestures from a student, damage to property, or theft).
Forty percent of teachers received obscene remarks or gestures from a student.
Serious crime aimed at teachers was relatively rare. Only 3 percent of teachers were
attacked and received minor injuries, while even fewer (1%) were either confronted
with weapons at school or were attacked and received injuries serious enough to
reguire a doctor.

A higher percentage of middle school teachers than high school teachers received
obscene remarks or gestures from a student (46% of middle school teachers versus
40% of high school teachers) and middle school teachers were more likely (24%) than
high school teachers (20%) to be threatened by a student.

Although students and teachers in problem high schools and in other high schools
reported similar levels of victimization, students and teachers in problem middie
schools reported significantly higher levels of victimization for many specific types of
crime than those in other middle schools.



Effects of Disorder on Teachers and Students

Members of the school community provide different perspectives on how the level of school
safety and orderliness affects them.

While most students and teachers reported feeling safe in their schools, about one-
fourth said they would avoid a specific place at school out of fear that someone might
hurt or bother them.

More than one-quarter (27%) of teachers in middle and high schools reported that the
behavior of some students kept them from teaching afair amount or a great deal.

EFFORTSTO PREVENT PROBLEM BEHAVIOR IN SCHOOLS

Schools are implementing a wide range of prevention and disciplinary activities to address

problem behavior.

Unfortunately, the overall quality of many of these activities is inadequate when

assessed against criteria established by the study for judging the quality of practices.

Wide Scope of Prevention Efforts

To reduce problem behavior, schools implemented many and diverse prevention activities.

On average, each school used 9 out of 14 general types (e.g., counseling and behavior
modification) of prevention efforts. Although a few principals reported using no
activities at al, many reported using a large number of separate, specific activities—
one school reported using 61. The median number of specific prevention activities
per school was 14. Approximately 20 percent of schools used at least 25 unique
activities and 6 percent reported using at least 40 unique activities.

The most common type of activity aimed at changing individual behavior was
prevention curriculum, instruction, or training (76%), followed by counseling, social
work, psychological, or therapeutic services (74%). The most common type of
school-wide prevention activity was simply providing students with information.
More than 80 percent of schools provided isolated information about a cohol, tobacco,
and other drugs.

Compared with other middle schools, problem middle schools (those with high levels
of serious violent crime) used fewer of the different types of activities available to
reduce negative behavior. Each problem middle school used approximately six
different types of efforts, while each of the other middle schools uses, on average,
eight different types of efforts. Problem high schools and other high schools were
similar on the number of different prevention efforts implemented.



L ow Quality of Prevention Efforts

Judging the quality of prevention activities was a multi-step process that entailed defining

dimensions of quality and setting standards of adequacy. The standards of adequacy established for these

dimensions were appropriate for the various types of activities. The dimensions and standards were based

on expert judgment and a review of the literature on the effectiveness of prevention activities, including

optimal planning practices, content, methods, and frequency and duration of activities. (For more detail,

see Appendix B.)

While a large quantity of prevention activities were implemented in schools, the quality of

those activities needs improvement. In general, activities designed to change the school or classroom

environment were higher quality than those directed at altering student behavior or attitudes.

Prevention activities designed to change the school or classroom environment were
generally of higher quality than programs aimed at changing individual student
behaviors or attitudes. On one summary measure of quality (average percentage of
quality measures judged adequate), scores for different types of activities designed to
change the school or classroom environment ranged from 73 percent adequate (for
security and surveillance) to 51 percent adequate, while scores for programs aimed at
changing individual student behaviors or attitudes ranged from 51 percent adequate to
42 percent adequate (for services and programs for family members).

Compared to programs aimed at changing individual student behaviors or attitudes,
activities designed to change the school or classroom environment tended to achieve
higher ratings on several dimensions of quality, including level of use by school
personnel, best practices for content, best practices for methods, duration, and
frequency of operation.

The quality of prevention programsis lowest in rural areas and highest in urban areas,
though the difference is modest. Approximately 55 percent of the prevention
activitiesin rural areas were judged adequate, compared to 60 percent of the activities
in urban areas.

For aimost every type of program and each dimension examined, the quality of
implementation was similar between the problem schools and other schools (at both
the middle and high school levels).

Mixed Quality of Disciplinary Practices

Schools successfully communicated rules to students and monitored and recorded violations

of those rules. However, schools need improvement on the range of responses that they make to student

conduct and on the predictability and consistency of their disciplinary practices.



Most schools communicated rules to students and monitored and recorded violations
of rules. More than 95 percent of schools provided teachers, students, and parents
with a copy of the school rules. Some 93 percent of schools were following best
practices for communication and documentation of school rules and for keeping track
of student behavior.

Overal, schools used a variety of responses to desirable and undesirable student
behavior. However, relatively few individual schools merited a* best practices’ rating
for the range of appropriate responses to misconduct (27%) and range of appropriate
responses to desirable behavior (20%).

QUALITY OF PLANNING AND USE OF RESEARCH FOR PREVENTION ACTIVITIES

Mixed Picture on Quality of Planning

Sound planning (including identifying goals, selecting activities, and making decisions about

how to target prevention efforts) is important, in part, because it was associated with high quality

prevention activities. The planning that underlies prevention activities in schools was frequently

influenced by school districts. Planning to meet school-wide prevention objectives tended to be of higher

quality than the planning of individual-level prevention activities.

The planning of prevention efforts was often influenced or shaped by the school
district. Districts for almost one-half of middle and high schools required the schools
to participate in needs assessments or an evaluation by administering district-
sponsored surveys. Districts for 60 percent of these schools aso required the schools
to pick prevention activities from alist or at least offer this type of list. The majority
of districts provided support for school planning of prevention activities in the form of
assistance with conducting needs assessments, training on program planning and
development, and training on program implementation. District involvement in
school-level planning is important, in part, because districts often have greater
expertise and resources to support planning than individual schools.

Planning for many of the individual level prevention activities was weak. Although
many individual-level prevention activities meet some criteria of sound planning, less
than two-thirds of these activities met all of the criteria.  However, planning for
school-wide prevention efforts appeared to be considerably stronger than the planning
for individual level activities.

Problem schools (those with high levels of serious violent crime) and other schools
tended to be similar on many aspects of program planning. However, problem middle
schools were more often required to receive direction and assistance from their school
districts, and are more often required to conduct some type of needs assessment or
evaluation. Compared with other middle schools, problem middle schools are aso
more often required to prepare plans specifying how prevention resources will be

vi



used. For high schoals, a higher percentage of problem schools than other schools
receive training on program implementation.

I nsufficient Use of Research

Although schools generally consulted a number of sources in selecting their activities, they

typically placed a lower priority on research-based sources.

On average, schools used two resources to select a given prevention activity. The
resources most often used to select a prevention activity were other program providers
(57% of activities) and meetings within the school district (51% of activities).

Research-based information was among the less frequently used sources for activity
selection. Formal outcome evaluations and publications summarizing research were
used in the selection of 28 percent and 38 percent of activities, respectively.

Perhaps as a result of the limited use of research-based information, only one-third of
the prevention activities used methods or approaches found to be effective in the
research literature, while 61 percent of the activities used content whose effectiveness
was supported by research.

SDFSCA IMPORTANT TO FUNDING FOR SCHOOL PREVENTION EFFORTS

The Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act (SDFSCA) Program was the most
common funding source for prevention activities in schools, though districts and schools also drew on a

variety of other funding sources. Districts used SDFSCA funds to support diverse prevention activities.

This funding was very important to district prevention programming.

Districts for approximately 98 percent of schools nationally, public and private,
provided prevention activities that were funded at least in part by SDFSCA. Many
districts aso drew on a wide variety of other federal, state, and local funding sources
to support their prevention efforts.

Digtricts used their SDFSCA funds for diverse prevention activities, including direct
activities for students and indirect activities such as staff training. Activities that
received a high degree of SDFSCA support include prevention instruction or training,
counseling, and prevention activities to improve instructional practices in the
classrooms.

In the schools for which principals reported using SDFSCA funds, aimost one-half of

the principals stated that these funds were very important to improving or maintaining
the safety and orderliness of their schooal, or in preventing problem behavior.
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CONCLUSIONS

Severa conclusions follow from the study’s findings. Although schools in genera were
relatively safe, certain schools had significant problems that affected instruction and made some teachers
and students feel unsafe. Clearly, approaches to preventing problem behavior in schools need
improvement, particularly in light of the central findings that schools nationally were implementing a
large number of prevention efforts but the quality of those efforts was low overall.

The findings of relatively higher rates of discipline problems in middle schools suggest that
greater attention to prevention efforts in middle school may be warranted. Attention to middle school
problems may also aid in preventing discipline problems in high school.

Schools aso should consider focusing on improving the quality of their activities. Schools
might start by strengthening efforts to adopt, retain, or discard prevention efforts based on research
evidence on program effectiveness. In general, schools need to be more consistent in consulting the
research literature and using that information to guide their prevention efforts. Given limited resources
for prevention, focusing resources on strengthening promising, research-based activities—even at the
expense of discontinuing weaker activities—may help schools and districts to better achieve their
prevention goals.

Another area where improvement could be addressed is in the area of program planning,
monitoring, and evaluation. Strengthening needs assessments, including collecting information on the
prevalence of problem behavior, would assist schools and districts in identifying problem areas to alow
for better targeting of prevention efforts. Greater emphasis on monitoring the implementation of
prevention activities would help to ensure that they remain consistent with program models. Collecting
information on the results of activities is critical to gauging which activities are proving effective and
which need to be strengthened or discontinued.

Schools and districts can also focus on the predictors of program quality. In their report on
this study, Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Czeh, Cantor, Crosse, and Hantman (2000) identified several
predictors, including extensiveness and quality of training of the staff that implement the activities and
supervision of the activities. The increased costs associated with these and other factors could be offset,
in part, by decisions to fund fewer but stronger activities.
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Idedly, aong with a greater focus on research, schools will adopt a “continuous
improvement” process, whereby quality of implementation, results of activities, and incidents of problem
behavior are tracked to serve as a basis for modifying activities and developing future plans.

Resour cesfor Improving Quality

Digtricts and schools have a variety of sources available to them to assist in identifying
effective programs and activities. For example, the 1999 Annua Report on School Safety, a joint
publication of the U.S. Departments of Justice and Education, provides descriptions of model programs
designated as promising or of demonstrated effectiveness, along with resource lists of agencies,
organizations, and websites for further information. (See www.ed.gov/PDFDocd/InterimAR.pdf.) The
U.S. Department of Education’s Safe and Drug-Free Schools program used an expert panel process to
identify exemplary and promising drug and violence prevention programs based on evidence of
effectiveness.  (See www.ed.gov/officess OERI/ORAD/KAD/expert_panel/2001exemplary _sddfs.html
and www.ed.gov/officessf OERI/ORAD/K AD/expert_panel/2001promising_sddfs.html.) Additional
information on devel oping high-quality school-based prevention programs is available from the Safe and
Drug-Free Schools program website. (See www.ed.gov/offices OESE/SDFS/.)
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WIDE SCOPE, QUESTIONABLE QUALITY:
DRUG AND VIOLENCE PREVENTION EFFORTSIN AMERICAN SCHOOLS

Report on the Study on School Violence and Prevention

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Concern about youth violence has increased dramatically across the country. This has been
especially true for violence that occurs in schools. Schools should provide disciplined and orderly
environments that are conducive to learning and provide safe havens from violence. This report examines
the status of school safety nationally and what schools are doing to promote safety and prevent problem
behavior.

Introduction

The Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act (SDFSCA) Program, administered
by the U.S. Department of Education (ED), is the largest school-based federal program directed at
preventing student drug use and promoting school safety. As part of the 1994 reauthorization of
SDFSCA, Congress mandated that ED collect information on efforts to prevent violence in schools
nationally. ED initiated the Study on School Violence and Prevention to describe the level of problem
behavior, including violence, in schools; to learn about the measures that schools are taking to prevent
problem behavior and promote school safety; and to examine the use of funds alocated through
SDFSCA.

In the last decade, severa studies have investigated the prevalence of problem behavior at
schools and some of the factors associated with it. For example, Katchur and colleagues (1996) reported
on the number of school-associated deaths that occurred from July 1992 through June 1994. Other
studies that have investigated problem behavior in schools (e.g., possession of weapons) include Violence
and Discipline Problemsin U.S. Public Schools: 1996-97 (Heaviside, Rowand, Williams & Farris, 1998),
Violence-Related Attitudes and Behaviors of High School Students—New York City, 1992 (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 1993); Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 1999); Monitoring the Future Survey (Johnston, O’ Malley, and Bachman, 1998); and School



Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey (Chandler, Chapman, Rand, and Taylor,
1998).

However, very few studies have examined the types of prevention efforts that schools are
using and how well the schools are implementing these efforts. One of the more comprehensive studies
was conducted by the Minnesota Department of Education (1992). This study defined and described 26
promising prevention strategies and reported on the utilization and perceived impact of these strategiesin
Minnesota public schools. While useful, the study did not describe program implementation. Moreover,
the study had a state rather than a national focus and was conducted more nearly ten years ago. More
recently, the International Association of Chiefs of Police (1995) reported on a nationwide search to find
effective efforts to reduce school violence, particularly gun violence. Although this study investigated
efforts nationwide, it focused solely on promising prevention strategies. An intensive national effort
undertaken by the National School Board Association (1993) lists more than 750 prevention programs
organized into 30 different categories. This effort and others (e.g., National School Safety Center, 1995;
Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 1995) identified a multitude of prevention strategies, but
they neither provided national estimates of the types of prevention strategies schools are implementing
nor assessed how the programs are being implemented.

The Study on School Violence and Prevention is the first study in more than 20 years to
examine in detail what schools nationally are doing to promote school safety, as well as describe the level
of problem behavior in schools. Although its title implies that we focused exclusively on violence, the
study also encompasses other types of undesirable behavior (e.g., drug abuse and property crime) in
schools. Werefer to all of these types of illegal or prohibited behavior in schools, violent and nonviolent,
as “problem behavior.”

The Study on School Violence and Prevention was a cooperative effort between ED and the
National Institute of Justice (N1J), U.S. Department of Justice. Mandated by Congress to investigate the
extent of violence in schools, as well as efforts to prevent violence, ED commissioned the Study on
School Violence and Prevention. At the same time, NIJ awarded a grant to conduct the National Study of
Delinquency Prevention in Schools. To maximize resources and minimize the burden to schools, the
agencies and externa researchers and evaluators agreed to merge many of the study activities. In this
report, we refer to the project as the Study on School Violence and Prevention; in NIJ and other
publications, the project is called the National Study of Delinguency Prevention in Schools.



Study Objectives

We know that some schools are safer than others and that some schools appear to be more
successful than others in implementing efforts to prevent problem behavior. Understanding the factors
and processes that contribute to school safety and the conditions under which prevention programs are
well implemented is critical to policymakers and school officials. Hence, the study has focused on the
extent and nature of problem behavior in schools according to students, teachers, and principals, and on
the types of prevention efforts that are underway in schools and how well schools are implementing these
efforts. The study has also investigated how prevention activities are funded and the role of SDFSCA in
these efforts. The following study questions have guided the study.

] What is the incidence of problem behavior in schools nationally?
] What types of efforts are underway in schoolsto prevent problem behavior?

n How well are efforts to prevent problem behavior implemented?

L] To what extent do schools use sound planning processes and information on school
prevention options to improve school management?

n What sources of funding (including SDFSCA funds) do schools use to support
prevention efforts?

L] What are the policy-relevant characteristics and processes that distinguish safe and
unsafe school s?

Although this study did seek to assess the implementation of prevention activities and to
identify factors that may contribute to school safety, rigorously evaluating the effectiveness of these
activities and factors was beyond its scope.

Method

The Study on School Violence and Prevention is based on three separate data collection and
analysis efforts.

n For the national level of the study, we conducted secondary analyses of the data
collected for the Principal/School Disciplinarian Survey on School Violence, which
was sponsored by the National Center on Education Statistics (Heaviside et. a.,
1998); this survey collected information on school crime and violence prevention



efforts from administrators in a probability sample of public elementary and
secondary schools.

n The intermediate level of the study collected information on school crime and efforts
intended to prevent problem behavior from multiple sources (e.g., school district
administrators, principals, and program providers) in a probability sample of public
and private elementary and secondary schools.

n The intensive level of the study drew on detailed quantitative and qualitative
information collected from multiple sources in a purposive sample of 40 public
secondary schoolsthat participated in the intermediate level.

This report presents what we have learned from the data collected for the intermediate level of the study.
We report on the national level and intensive level of the study separately.

Sample. From all public and private (sectarian and nonsectarian) schools in the United
States, this study sampled 1,287 elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools to participate in the
study. We dtratified the sample by instructional level (elementary, middle, and senior high school) and
metropolitan status (rural, suburban, and urban), because we hypothesized that both school problem
behavior and prevention activities were likely to differ greatly on both of these factors. Using an equal
probability of selection sampling method, we selected 143 schools from each of the nine strata. We
recruited schools for the study through an extensive mail and tel ephone campaign.

Data Collection. We conducted the first phase of intermediate level data collection, the
principal screener survey, by means of mail survey with telephone followup. For this phase, we asked
principals to report on the number and types of prevention activities in place at their schools. Their
reports were guided by a comprehensive taxonomy of prevention efforts that classified activities into 19
different groups ranging from individual-level prevention instruction or training to school-level activities
intended to change or maintain the culture or climate of the school. (See Chapter 3 for more detailed
information on these activities.) Gottfredson Associates, Inc. developed the taxonomy after conducting
an extensive review of the types of prevention activitiesimplemented in schools nationally.

The second phase of the intermediate level data collection entailed a second principal survey
and surveys of individuals coordinating prevention activities (program providers) in the same schools that
participated in the initial principal survey. The principa survey collected information on principal
leadership, organizational capacity, discipline policy and management of student behavior, incidents of
problem behavior reported to police, and funding sources for programs. The program provider survey
collected information on provider background and training, program selection and program



implementation, including type of students served and amount of services delivered, as well as the use of
best practices.! For schools that reported more than one prevention activity in a given category (i.e.,
prevention curriculum, instruction, or training; security and surveillance), we used probability sampling to
select one of these activities, and collected information on only the selected activity at the school.

At middle schools and high schools (secondary schaools), in addition to surveying principals
and program providers, the second phase of data collection included surveying all teachers and a
probability sample of students. (Student participation was voluntary; participating students were
anonymous, and parents had the opportunity to refuse participation for their children.) The teacher
questionnaire focused on school safety, victimization, school climate, and level of implementation of
prevention programming. The student survey collected information on school safety, victimization,
problem behavior, and school climate.

The second phase of data collection also included a survey of officials (primarily SDFSCA
coordinators) in the districts associated with the middle and high schools participating in the study. This
survey covered SDFSCA and non-SDFSCA programs and funding, as well as interactions between the
district and school personnel that operate prevention programs.

Analysis. In this report, we present weighted estimates. That is, the results reflect the
probabilities of selection and nonresponse, making it more likely that the results presented are
representative of schools nationally.

Where appropriate, we conducted tests of statistical significance to check whether or not
observed differences among groups are simply due to chance. Except where noted, we highlight in the
text only differences that are statistically significant at a probability of lessthan or equal to five percent.

Strengths and Limitations
The main strengths of the Study on School Violence and Prevention are that it used multiple

sources of information on problem behavior in schools and collected detailed information on the types
and implementation of prevention efforts. This is the first study in more than 20 years to obtain

! Best practices were based on expert judgement and a review of the literature on the effectiveness of prevention activities. (See Gottfredson et
al., 2000.)



information nationally on problem behavior in schools from multiple sources (i.e., students, teachers, and
principals). It is aso the first study to collect detailed information on how schools seek to prevent
problem behavior and to promote safe and orderly environments nationally.

Another strength is the extensive data collected on the implementation of prevention efforts
and analyses designed to evaluate the adequacy of implementation. Additionally, the types of activities
covered go beyond what are typically considered prevention programs (e.g., prevention instruction and
training), to include al activities undertaken by schools to prevent problem behavior and promote school
safety (e.g., improvements to instructional practices).

The chief limitations of the study are the response rates achieved and level of detail
available. The study encountered much greater difficulty than anticipated in obtaining the cooperation of
schools. We obtained a 69 percent response rate in the screening phase of data collection, and 53 percent
of the schools originally sampled participated in one or more of the different data collection efforts during
the detailed phase. Forty-nine percent of schools participated in the principal survey; 50 percent of the
secondary schools participated in the teacher survey; and 38 percent of the secondary schools participated
in the student survey. Nonresponse tended to be higher for schools predominantly located in urban areas
and for non-Catholic private schools. Hence, these types of schools are underrepresented in the
responding schools. We sought to correct for the under-representation through nonresponse adjustments
to weights. However, to the extent that the nonresponding schools differed from other schools on the
variables of interest, their absence may still influence the study results. (See Appendix A for a detailed
discussion of response rates and weighting.)

Additionally, although a great deal of information was collected from program providers and
other sources for the intermediate level, surveys necessarily limit the extent to which we can learn about
the processes and reasons underlying some of the phenomena observed. With the in-person interviews
that we conducted for the intensive level of the study (reported on separately), we were able to explore
some issues in greater depth, although for a much smaller number of schools.



as follows.

Report Organization

This report is organized around the topics covered by the study questions. The chapters are

Chapter 1, above, provides an introduction to and background about problem
behavior in schools.

Chapter 2 describes the extent of problem behavior in schools, including the types of
victimization experienced by students and teachers, and how students and teachers
perceive the safety of their schools.

Chapter 3 discusses efforts used by schools to prevent problem behavior, including
the number of efforts in place by instructional level and the number of different types
of effortsin place.

Chapter 4 covers the implementation of efforts to prevent problem behavior and
assesses differences in quality of implementation by type of effort and type of school.

Chapter 5 describes how schools and districts plan prevention activities and how they
use information (i.e., on effectiveness) in doing so.

Chapter 6 presents information on how districts and schools fund prevention
programs and on the importance of SDFSCA fundsto prevention activities.

Chapter 7 discusses our conclusions and their implications for policy and practice.

In Chapters 2 to 5, we also contrast schools with high levels of serious violent behavior with

other schools on some of the topics covered in the chapters. These results allow us to consider the

characteristics and processes that distinguish safe and unsafe schools.

In Appendix A, we provide additional information on our methodology. We provide

additional information on definitions and measures of program quality in Appendix B.



2. PROBLEM BEHAVIOR IN SCHOOLS

Despite the publicity about school violence, elementary and secondary schools nationally are
relatively safe. Serious violent crime is rare, relative to less serious violent crime and property crime.
Middle schools have higher levels of many types of problem behavior than other schools. Although
students and teachers generally perceive their schools as safe, teachers report that problem behavior often
interferes with teaching.

This chapter is based on the results of surveys of principals, students, and teachers in our
national probability sample of schools. Elementary school, middle school, and high school principals
reported on the number of incidents of problem behavior for their schools, during and after regular school
hours; we report the results in terms of the percentage of schools nationally that experienced at least one
incident of different types of problem behavior. A probability sample of middle school and high school
students at the schools reported on whether or not they were the victims of different types of crimesin
school and on whether or not they avoided certain locations, in and out of school, because of safety
concerns; we report the results in terms of the percentage of students nationally. Middle school and high
school teachers at the schools reported on whether or not they were the victims of different types of
crimes in school, whether or not they avoided certain locations in school because of safety concerns, and
the extent to which problem behavior interfered with their teaching; we report the results in terms of the
percentage of teachers nationally. The results are for the 1997-98 school year.

Although Schools Experience High Levels of Less Serious Violent Crime and Property
Crime, Serious Violent Crime Is Relatively Infrequent

Elementary, middle, and senior high schools experience high levels of less serious violent
crime and property crime. This problem behavior is noteworthy because it can potentialy interfere with
learning. However, serious violent crime, which can raise a high level of concern for the safety of
students and school personnel, isrelatively rarein schools.

Less serious violent crime and property crime. Approximately two-thirds of schools
(66%) and students (66%) experienced one or more incidents of any type of less serious violent crime and
property crime during the 1997-98 school year. Forty-four percent of schools reported to police one or
more incidents of fighting without aweapon. (See Figure 2-1.) A similar percentage of schools reported



Figure2-1. Percentage of schools reporting one or more incidents of crime to law enforcement --
1997-98 school year
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to police at least one incident of theft or larceny (44%), or vandalism (49%) during the 1997-98 school
year. Proportionaly, fewer elementary schools reported one or more of these types of problem behavior
(58%) than middle schools (85%) or high schools (77%).



During the 1997-98 school year, approximately 18 percent of students in middie or senior
high schools were threatened with a beating, and 13 percent of students were physicaly attacked. (See
Figure 2-2.) Forty-seven percent of students in middle and senior high schools experienced theft of
property worth less than $1; 45 percent of students experienced theft of property worth $1 or more.

Approximately 62 percent of teachers experienced one or more incidents of any type of less
serious violent crime and property crime. (See Figure 2-3.) Forty-two percent of teachers in middle and
senior high schools received obscene remarks or gestures from a student during the past school year. A
smaller number of teachers experienced damage to personal property worth less than $10 (28%), theft of
property worth less than $10 (24%), and theft of property worth more than $10 (12%).

Serious Violent Crime. During the 1997-98 school year, approximately 10 percent of
schools and 11 percent of students experienced one or more incidents of any type of serious violent crime.
These levels of crime are about one-sixth the levels of less serious violent crime and property crime.
Seven percent of schools reported to police one or more incidents of physical attack or fight with a
weapon; 6 percent of schools reported one or more incidents of robbery.?

Four percent of students were robbed of less than $1, and 6 percent were robbed of more
than $1. Approximately 5 percent were threatened with agun or knife.

Approximately four percent of middle and senior high school teachers experienced one or
more incidents of any type of serious violent crime during the 1997-98 school year. These teachers were
attacked and received minor injuries (3%), attacked and received injuries that required a doctor (0.7%),
and confronted by weapons at school (0.5%).

Middle Schools Experience Mor e Problem Behavior than Other Schools
Middle schools experienced higher levels of some types of problem behavior than

elementary schools or high schools. Compared with elementary schools and high schools, a higher
percentage of middle schools reported to police one or more incidents of physical attack or fight with a

2 Robbery differs from theft in that it entails the use or threat of violence or force.
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Figure2-2. Percentage of students reporting one or more incidents of personal victimization this
year in school — 1997-98 school year
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Figure 2-3. Percentage of teachers reporting one or more incidents of personal victimization this

year in school -- 1997-98 school year
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weapon (21% of middle schools versus 2% of elementary schools and 11% of high schools).> A higher
percentage of middle schools also reported one or more incidents of fighting without a weapon (72% of
middle schools versus 56% of high schools and 34% of elementary schools).

A dlightly higher percentage of middle school students than high school students were the
victims of robbery during the 1997-98 school year. For example, 8 percent of middle school students
were robbed of $1 or more in school, compared with 4 percent of high school students. Additionaly, for
al types of less serious violent crime and property crime, a higher percentage of middle school students
than high school students reported being victimized. For example, 19 percent of middle school students
were physically attacked in school, compared with 10 percent of high school students.

For some types of less serious violent crime and property crime, the percentage of teachers
that were victimized during the 1997-98 school year was higher for middle schools than high schools. A
higher percentage of middle school teachers than high school teachers received obscene remarks or
gestures from a student (46% of middle school teachers versus 40% of high school teachers) and
experienced damage to persona property worth less than $10 (31% of middle school teachers versus 26%
of high school teachers). Middle school teachers also were more likely than high school teachers to be
threatened by a student (24% of middle school teachers and 20% of high school teachers).

Students and Teachers Generally Feel Safe at School

Approximately 24 percent of students and teachers in middle and senior high schools would
avoid one or more places at school out of fear that someone might bother or hurt them there. As many as
12 percent of students would avoid a specific place at school (e.g., locker room). By way of comparison,
16 percent of students would avoid a place in their neighborhood other than the street where they live.

Approximately 27 percent of teachers in middle and senior high schools rated one or more
places at school other than their classrooms (especially locker rooms or gym, and rest rooms) as relatively
unsafe. They did fed that their classrooms were quite safe. Perceptions of safety, however, appear to be
unrelated to student mishehavior in classrooms. 27 percent of teachersin middle and senior high schools

% Findings based on principal reports indicating that middle schools have higher levels of some types of school crime than high schools are
inconsistent with results from the NCES Principal/School Disciplinarian Survey on School Violence (Heaviside, Rowand, Williams & Farris,
1998), which is a'so based on principal reports. These inconsistencies could be due to several methodological differences between the studies,
including the universe of schools selected and the response rates achieved.
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Figure 2-4. Percentage of teachersreporting on the extent to which student behavior
preventsthem from teaching -- 1997-1998 school year
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reported that the behavior of some students keeps them from teaching a fair amount or great deal of the
time. (SeeFigure 2-4.)

Problem Schools: Char acteristics and Problem Behavior

To increase understanding of the characteristics and dynamics of schools with the greatest
safety concerns, we identified the middle schools and high schools that had the highest levels of serious
violent crime (robbery and physical attack or fight with a weapon) among schools in our national
probability sample. We selected a school for this analysis if its principal indicated that incidents of
serious violent crime reported to the police exceeded 2 per 1,000 students.* This level of crimein schools
is substantially higher than we found nationally (on average, 1.5 incidents per 1,000 students for middle
schools and 0.9 incidents per 1000 students for high schools); it also is approximately twice the level of
serious violent crime detected in the study of Violence and Discipline Problems in U.S. Public Schools:
1996-97 (Heaviside et. al., 1998). The middle schools in the analysis account for approximately 16
percent of middle schools nationally; the high schools account for approximately 8 percent of high
schools nationally.

In this section and in each of the remaining chapters, we contrast the problem schools with
all of the other schools at the same instructional level on their characteristics, problem behavior, types of
prevention activitiesin operation, quality of prevention programming, and prevention planning. For these
comparisons, we conducted tests of datistical significance of the observed differences between the
problem schools and other schools. First, we examine the characteristics of the problem schools and the
patterns of problem behavior that we found.

Characteristics. Problem schoolsidentified based on the principal reports were very similar
to other schools on several characteristics. These characteristics include the percentage of schools that
were in urban, suburban and rural locations, and the number of students enrolled. (See Figure 2-5.) The
problem schools and other schools also were similar on the percentage of students who were eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch. (See Figure 2-6.) Although the problem high schools were similar to (i.e.,

4 We had considered identifying the problem schools using combinations of principal, student, and teacher reports. However, those different types
of reports were only weakly associated with one another. While they are imperfect, we chose to use the principal reports because they were
more likely to capture incidents of serious violent crime than the other types of reports.
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Characteristics of problem schools and other schools -- 1997-98 school year
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Figure 2-6. Characteristics of studentsin problem schools and other schools -- 1997-98
school year
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not statistically different from) the other high schools on the percentage of minority students, the problem
middle schools had a higher percentage of minority students (40%) than other middle schools (24%).°

Problem Behavior. For practically all types of crime reported by the principal to the police,
the problem schools had higher levels of crime than other schools. This is true for middle schools and
high schools. (See Figure 2-7 and Figure 2-8.) The differences are greatest on serious violent crime by
definition. (We identified the problem schools using principal reports of violent crime.) For example,
100 percent of problem middle schools experienced one or more incidents of any type of serious violent
crime compared with 15 percent of other schools. However, we also found higher levels of less serious
violent crime and property crime for the problem schools than for other schools. For example, 98 percent
of problem middle schools experienced one or more incidents of any type of less serious violent crime
and property crime compared with 82 percent of other schools. The only exception is that problem
middle schools and other middle schools were similar (statistically) on vandalism.

The problem high schools were similar overall to the other high schools on the percentage of
students who experienced crimes at school. For the problem middle schools, the exceptions are that
higher percentages of students experienced one or more incidents of any type of serious violent crime
(16% for problem schools versus 13% for other schools) and of robbery of $1 or more (10% for problem
schools versus 7% for other schools). (See Figure 2-9.) We found no differences between the problem
high schools and other schools on less serious violent crime and property crime. (See Figure 2-10.)
However, the pattern, especialy for serious violent crime, suggests that students in problem schools may
experience higher levels of crime.

Students attending problem high schools were similar to students attending other high
schools in terms of feeling unsafe in one or more school locations, on the street where they live, and in
other parts of their neighborhoods. However, more students attending problem middle schools than other
middle schools reported feeling unsafe in one or more school locations and in parts of their
neighborhoods.

SWhile the percentage-point difference on the percentage of minorities between the problem high schools and other high schools is very close to
the difference between the problem middle schools and other high schools, only the latter difference is statistically significant at p < 0.05. This
occurred because the variability among high schools on percentage of minorities was substantially higher for the high schools than for the
middle schools. The small number of schools in the problem school analysis contributed to the variability.

18



Figure 2-7. Percentage of problem middle schools and other middle schools reporting one or more
incidents of crimeto law enforcement -- 1997-98 school year
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incidents of crimeto law enforcement -- 1997-98 school year

Figure 2-8. Percentage of problem high schools and other high schoolsreporting one or more
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Figure2-9. Percentage of studentsin problem middle schools and other middle schoolsreporting

per sonal victimization thisyear in school -- 1997-98 school year
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Figure2-10. Percentage of studentsin problem high schools and other high schools reporting
personal victimization thisyear in school -- 1997-98 school year
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Teachers in problem middle schools experience more crime and feel more unsafe than teachers in other
middle schools. (See Figure 2-11.) For example, a higher percentage of teachers in problem middie
schools than other middle schools experienced damage to and theft of their personal property. Teachers
in problem middle schools were also more likely to receive obscene remarks or gestures or be threatened
by a student. In addition, a higher percentage of teachers in problem middle schools compared with other
middle schools reported having a weapon pulled on them and experiencing one or more incidents of
serious violent crime. Finally, middle schools teachers in problem schools more often reported feeling
unsafe in one or more places in their school, and a higher percentage indicated that the amount of problem
behavior in their class prevented them from teaching. The problem high schools were similar overal to
the other high schools on the percentage of teachers who experienced crimes at school. (See Figure 2-
12)
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Figure2-11. Percentage of teachersin problem middle schools and other middle schoolsreporting
per sonal victimization thisyear in school -- 1997-98 school year
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Figure 2-12. Percentage of teachersin problem high schools and other high schoolsreporting
per sonal victimization thisyear in school -- 1997-98 school year
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3. EFFORTSTO PREVENT PROBLEM BEHAVIOR IN SCHOOLS

Schools are implementing a great number and variety of prevention activities. In addition,
most schools are communicating school rules to students, and schools are monitoring and recording
violations of school rules. Schools aso use a variety of responses to desirable and undesirable student
behavior. Schools perform best on communication and documentation of school rules and on tracking
student behavior. They need the most improvement on the range of responses that they make to student
conduct and on maintaining predictable and consistent discipline.

This chapter is based on the results of the screener survey of principals in our national
probability sample of schools. Middle school and high school principals reported on whether or not they
were implementing in their schools any of 14 types of school prevention activities. (See Table 3-1.)
They also reported on whether or not they were using any of five types of school-wide arrangements, such
as activities that influence the composition of their schools. (See Table 3-2.) Finally, the principals
provided information on the approaches they adopted to communicating and enforcing school rules and to
monitoring and tracking student behavior. We report the results in terms of the percentage of schools
nationally that implement different types of prevention activities and that adopt certain other practices; we
aso report findings on the numbers of activities that schools implement nationally.

Schools Are Implementing a Wide Variety of Prevention Activities

Principals reported using highly diverse prevention activities within the 14 types of
activities. However, schools used some types of activities much more frequently than they did other

types.

Categories of School Activities. The most commonly used category of school activities
according to principals is prevention curriculum, instruction, or training. Nationaly, 76 percent of
schools report using activities in this category to prevent problem behavior and/or promote orderlinessin
school. (See Figure 3-1.) This prevention activity is followed in frequency of use by counseling, social
work, psychological or therapeutic services (74%) and use of external personnel resources in classrooms
(76%). More than 60 percent of schools also report using culture, climate, or norm change; behavior
programming or behavior modification; recreation, enrichment, or leisure activities; and improvements to
instructional practices.
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Table3-1. Prevention activity categories and definitions

Prevention activity category

Definition

Prevention curriculum, instruction, or training

Training or instruction in which the content involves
knowledge, skills, attitudes, or values intended to prevent
problem behavior. Instruction or training may be brief (less
than an hour) or of an extended duration.

Counseling, social work, or psychological and
therapeutic interventions

Provision of advice or guidance to remedy or prevent
problems using identifiable techniques of psychology,
counseling, or social work.

Use of external personnel resourcesin classrooms

Includes the use of parent or community volunteers,
authority figures (e.g., police officers), classroom
consultants, aides, or older students.

Culture or climate change, norm change

Includes efforts to establish, encourage, or sustain a special
school climate or culture though symbols, ceremonies, or
systematic procedures, communication of expectations; and
use of social influence or attitude change techniques to
obtain commitment to norms.

Behavioral or behavior modification interventions

Tracking student behavior, setting behavior goals, and
feedback or punishment to decrease undesired behavior or
rewards to increase desired behavior.

Recreational, enrichment, and leisure activities

Provision of, or access to, activities, play, amusement, or
diversions, exploration outside the school; for fun or
relaxation.

Improvements to classroom organization and
management

Activities applied to entire classes to establish and enforce
classroom rules, use rewards and punishments, improve the
use or management of time, or change the way in which
students are grouped for instruction by ability, achievement,
or effort within the classroom.

Servicesto families

Outreach or service to families to improve their child
management and supervision practices