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Abstract

School safety is a pressing issue in urban schools. Yet, there is little research that shows why
schools vary in safety and whethsthool practices mediate theflience of neighborhood
characteristicsUsing a unique dataset on Chicago Pul8hools this study examines the

internal and external condi taicohnaspaerd of safetyi at e d
showing thatfactors under the schdslcontrol i their socal and organizational structuiie
mediatethe external influencesfc r i me , poverty, and human resol

communitiesln particular,the quality of relationships betwesohoolstaff, studentsandparents

define safe schools in Chicago. In contrast, frequent use of suspensions is associated with les
safe environments, even when comparing schools serving stuaigmtsimilar backgrounds.

The findings from this paper point to the important role that school leaders and personnel can
play in fostering safe school environments for students, even iolsdhat serve students from
disadvantaged neighborhoods. Policymakers should attend to the important inflofence
supportive,collaborativerelationshipsamongteachers and parentand betweeneachersand
students for mediating the adverse influerscef neighborhood circumstances on student and
teacher reports of safety.
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Introduction

School safety is a pressing concern for parents, teachers, school administrators,
policymakers and students themselves. The issue of safety periodically comes to public attention
when shootings or homicides of schagled children occuHowever, @ily interactions among
students and their teachers thatdlve threats and intimidatidnboth physicabnd verbal
affect the academic performance of students and the effectiveness of teachers throughout the
school yearStudent bullyingjncluding physical brms of aggression (assault, stealing, or
vandalizing a victimbés property), and emoti on
violence, slandering, excluding the victim from group activities, and tauntifigh occur
repeatedlywith an intentiorto intimidate the victim and create a pattern of humiliation, fear, and
abusg Smokowski and Kopas2005)

Many students are victims of bullying and harassment at some point ir6Brpeycent
of teens reported having been verbally or physically hadassassaulted during the past year
(Harris Interactive and GLSEN (2009 quarterof all U.S. public schools reporté@cidences
of studentbullying at least once per weék the 200708 school yeareiman and DeVoe,
2009) School safety is a particulg pressim issue in urban public schools, whére incidence
of violent episodes is almost 60 percent higher than in suburban schools, and 30 percent higher
than in rural schoolSDisrespect and threats are also more prevalent at urban schools, where

teachers artwice as likely astother schools to report that students verbally abuse teachers and

! During the 200708 school year, city schools experienced 35.8 violent incidents per 1,000 students occurred in city
schools, compared to 26.4 and 22.8 incidents per 1,000 students in rural dbesnauma suburbs, respectivély

violent incidents include rape, sexual battery other than rape, physical attack or fight with or without a weapon,
threat of physical attack with or without a weapon, and robbery with or without a weapon (Neiman and DeVoe,
20009).
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act disrespectfully toward teachers either daily or at least once aMeiekan and DeVoe,
2009).

Recent media attention has begun to focus on bullyidgtareffect on student welfare.
The tragic suicide of Massachusetts teen Phoebe Prince in January 2010 brought national
attention to the impact of physical and emotional bullying. In response to the growing concern
over bullying, in August 2010 the U.Separtment of Education hosted its first summit on
bullying, where assistant deputy secretary Ke
lifetime scars. And in the case of some of these young people, it can lead to their decision to end
their own lives %

At the same time that there are concerns about bullying, thea¢ésarmecreasing
concers that school practices to enforce discipline are having harmful effects on students.
Community advocacy groupgve been alarmed Itlye disproportionataumbersof school
suspensions amomginority and economicalbgdisadvantaged studenssrecent study by the
Center for Civil Rights Remedies dCLA foundthat AfricanrAmerican student&ere more
than four times as likely to be suspended during the-2008&hoolyear as their white
counterpar, and nearly twice as many students with disabilities were suspended congpared t
students without (Losen & Gillespig012).U.S. Secretary of Education Duncan expressed
concern about the disproportionate suspension ra#fsioan American students in several
recent public addresses (Rossi & Golab, 20t2)esponsepolicymakers irurban schools
districts such as Chicago, New York and Philadelphia, have made explicit attempts to limit the

prevalence of school suspensions

2 Source: Source: Education Week online (retrieved from
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/District_Dossier/2010/08/feds_to_tackle_bullying_at _con.html on September 2,
2010).
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Reasons for Concern
There are a number of reasons to be worrie
Student s0 earyitsimpantantin iteedvictimization alsoaffects student
functioning in school, adversely impacting studsgitefficacy, attitudinal and behavioral
investments in education, and the amount of time in school dedicated to student learning.
Students who are victims of harassment attend school less frequently and feel less connected to
and less engaged in schoolturn, they spend less time doing homework and participating in
school activities, which ultimately has adverse effects on both cognitive and social growth
(MacMillan and Hagan, 2004; Bowen and Bowen, 13#8yne et al2003).Victimization has
also ben linked topsychologeal and health problems adsrupted educational and
occupational attainment. These, in turn, nega
including labor force participation, ogpational status, and earnings (Schreck aniegi2003;
MacMillan and Hagarn2004)
Teachers are also affected by harassment and violence that occurs in schools. Unsafe
school environments have adverse effects on teacher professional development and personal
safety. Children who are physicallyamde r bal | 'y abusive in the cl ass
attention away from teaching, preventing teachers from being able to teach eff¢Boxeén
and Bowen199). Teachers are more likely to leave schools with substantial student
disciplinary problems, wibh further decreases school capacity for effective instru¢@agne et
al., 2003; Smith and Smith, 2008llensworth et &, 2009).
Policy Efforts Addressing School Safety
In light of the increasing recognition of the negative impact that unsafelscho

environments have on students and teachers, policymakers at both the federal and local levels
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have attempted to address concerns around school safety. The federal government has provided
funding for theSafe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative, a pastinig between the U.S.
Departments of Education, Health and Human Services, and Justice. This comprehensive
approach to youth violence prevention is designed to prevent violence and substance abuse
throughout U.S. schools and communities. The Initiatig&riButed nearly $75 million in grant
awards to school districts for the 20089 s c h o oprovide eneegratet and domprehensive
resources for prevention programs andpro c i a | s e r VUrderlmingfther yout h. o
importance of the initiative, UUS ecr et ary of Education Arne Dunc
America deserves a safe and healthy school en
and community member §Moteseceatly,Secretary Duncartancth appens .
Attorney General B¢ Holder launched th8upportiveSchool Discipline Initiative, a collaborate
effort between the Departments of Justice and Education that asmggortschooldisciplinary
policies and practicabat foster safe and productive learning environmentstémtents and
teachers.

While it is imperative that schools establish a safe climate for students and teachers, it is
less clear what strategies are most effective, especially in schools located in neighborhoods with
high rates of crime and poverty and fewman and social resources. One common response to
concerns about safety and violence is to increase the overt presence of school security through
the use of metal detectors and security guards. Nationally, 53 percent of U.S. public schools

search studenockers, 54 percent lock entrance and/or exit doors during the school day, 90

% Source: The Safe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative website: (httpv/ssivs.samhsa.gov/default.aspx (accessed
July 15, 2009).

* Source: Theésafe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative webditen://www.sshs.samhsa.gov/default.agpacessed
July 15, 2009).
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percent place school staff in the hallways, and 93 percent require visitors to sign in upon entering
the school buildingBorum et al.2010.
Schools have alepaercactpdl icees. tdDhese pol
consequencedsr studentssuch as school suspension and expul$areven relatively minor
infractions and do not allow for individual circumstances to be taken into account when
determining punishmenrtThe theory is that tough, uniform enforcement of policies for all
of fenses will prevent more serious offenses f
toleranced policies are often associated with
rates @ school suspension, and loss of instructional time, with little if any evidence of a positive
effect on reducing school violen¢&chreck and Miller, 2003American Psychological
Association Zero Toleranceask Force2008).Moreover,as stated earliestudent suspensions
and expulsions from school disproportionately affect economically disadvantaged students,
students with emotional and behavioral disorders, and minority stu@stisr et al.2010.
Teachers and administrators often respond to stutigciplinary problems through
office referrals, school suspension, and expulshaeording tothe most recetyt available
nationaldata collected by the U.S. Department of Education, approximately three milln, or
percent of, deool age children (gokes k12) received an oubf-school suspensicand
approximately one hundred thousand, or 0.2 peroare expelled from school during the 2005
06 school yeaf. In Chicago Public Schools (CPS)bout 16 percent of students in grades six to
eight were sysendecat least oncen the 200809 school year, causing them to miss a week of

school, on average (5.2 days). About 22 percent of CPS high school students were sa$pended

® For example, a 1earold Florida student found a small knifelier lunchbox that her mother placed there for
cutting an apple. The student immediately handed over the knife to her teacher; however, she was expelled from
school for possessing a weapon (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008)

® Source: U.S. Department of Education Civil Rights Data Collection (ocrdata.ed.gov). These estimates do not
include students classified as disabled under IDEA.
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leastoncein the same year, with an average suspension of over a week of scBatdys).
Thus, large numbers of CPS students are missing a week or more of school due to disciplinary
infractions.

An alternative approach to discipline is fremework of Positive Behavioral
Intervention and Supports (PBIS), which promotes effectiagdtiven practices around school
disciplinary practices. PBIS is supported by the U.S. Department of Education and by recent
researcH In contrast to reactive discipline, PBIS is based on designing school and classroom
systems that establish a soci@nate that supports teaching and learning and prevents
problematic behavior, with secondary and tertiary supports for students with problem béhaviors.
Such an approach requires a substantial change in practice, though, including time for planning
and cordination with support and professional development.
Research on School Safety

Prevailing research suggests that students
peer relationships and bullying, are influenced by a broad array of factarg, | udi ng st ude|
own attributes, attributes of their schools, adults with whom students interact, families,
neighborhoods, and the broader socleBpmmunitylevel factors such as crime and povexty

stronglyrelated to school safetigutare not saly deterministié@ schools serving similar

" Recent experimental evidence assessing the impact of such an approach in elememtarindg¢awaii and

Illinois found improvements in student achievement and school safety (Horner et al., 2009).

8 More information is available from the U.S. Department of Education Office of Special Education Programs

Center on Positive Behavioral Intertems and Supports (www.pbis.org).

° An ecological theory of human development that comes out of the developmental psychology literature views
youth academic and behavioral development in the context of multiple social domains that simultaneously influence
youth experiences and outcomes (embrenner, 197Bogenschneider, 1996 the sociological literature, a
socialorganization perspective echoes ecological theory by explicating the complex and interrelated roles that micro
domains’ home, school, and communityp | ay i n arecoghizing thadt thesé dorhains act as overlapping
spheres of influence on youth outcomes (Epstein and Sanders, 2000). Recent work on school safety has argued that a
sociatecological model is a particularly useful framework for understanding and aaedrésdiiying in schools

(Swearer et al., 2010) as well as for improving overall school discipline and classroom management (Osher et al.,
2010).
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neighborhoods can have different degrees of safetig@n et al., 1994; Bowen et &Q002;
Welsh et al., 1999; Welsh et al., 2000; Payne e2@03).

However, it remains largely unknown how school policies@agdtices mediate the
influence of neighborhood and communArligyel factors on school safety. In particular, thsre
very little research on the ways in which the seorganzational structures of schodls
internal, schoebased resources and the iatgions that occur betwestudents, teachers and
parents affect the climate of safety inschodlsn f act, Wel sh et al . (200
scrutinyo of school <c¢climate and community cha
understand school disgter. In a recent special issuekgfucational Researcheledicated to
school safety, researchers called for more work focusing on the contributions of school context
to school safety outcomes (Astor, Guerra, and Van Acker, 2010).

A recent case study bysfor and colleagues of nine Israeli schools provatggestive
evidenceaboutthe internal school structures that influence the climate of sgistyr et al.,
2009. This workindicatedthat a number of orgarational factors within schooisthe natureof
teacherstudent relationships, the presence of clear procedures coupled with teacher belief in
school procedures, a coherent school educational mission, and an influential and respected
principal with stong relationships with teachdrsnediate the ééct of community influences on
school safety. Theronclusionsare consistent witBeveral othetheories of organizational
change thasuggesschoollearning climates better withinclusive leadership with empowered
stakeholdergSergiovanni, 2004; Bk and Schneider, 2002; Bryk et &010. The importance
of studeniteacher relationships is also supported by sociological studies showing that schools are
important settings for transmitting values related to violence to students and for the foohation

social bonds with aduli@-elson et al., 1994; Payne et aD03; Crosnoe et aR004. In
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particular, stonger intergenerational bondiinghe relationsips between students and adiilis
school is associated with a lower likelihooddggciplinary problems@rosnoe et al2004).

Bullying is most common in areas that laadkult supervision such as hallways, playgrounds, and
lunchrooms, and evidence sugigethat students feel most unsafe in unsupervised places in and
around school§Swearer et al., 2010)lhus, the extent to which students feel supporteddiy th
teachers and view their teachers as supportive of their academic and social development can
shape the level of social resources in schools, and, in turn, school safety.

A s t ecaséstudies, together with the theoretaral relatedvork, suggest that school
leadership, as well as teacher collective effort and strong relationships with students, might be
important mechanisms for mediating the influence of external factors oolsafety.This
paperbuilds on this theoretical and empirical literatuwenfirming and extending these findings.
We employ a large sample of schoelsth a rich dataset on school, community and individual
factors toempirically testhe waysinwhiclst udent s6 i ndi vi dual backgr
school and community factors to lead students and teachers to feel safe or unsafe at their schools.
Research Questions

Prior research has suggested that school safety is affected by neighborhood context,
studentsod backgrounds, and school organizatio
factors fit togetheandto what extent schogractices can affechangdan the climate, given the
students they servBolicymakers and educators need to know what schools can do to improve
safety in our schools, particularly in schools serving students from neighborhoods with high
levels of poverty and crim&hisstudyanay zes di fferent factors that
teachersdé feelings of safety at school, from

practice (e.g., neighborhood characteristits those that are not changeable by school practice,
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although midpt be affected by policy (e.g., school size and composition), to those that are
potentially malleable througéchool practicand designanswering the questions:

1) What are the community characteristics that are most strongly and directly related to
studens 6 and teacher sd fiactudingpogery, comeasdaf ety at
socioeconomic status in the neighborhood
residential neighborhooda nd t he extent of human and so
home neighborhoods?

2) What are thechoolconditionsthat arestrongly and directly associated with school
safety, includingsize, grade level, racial compositiandaverage entering
achievement?

3) How arethe ®cialorganizational characteristics of the schasdociated with school
safety, includingschool leadership, teacher collaboration and support, stdndly
interactions and studetgacher relationships?

4) How are shool discipline practices (suspension ragsspociated with school saféty

5) To what degee can strong soctarganizational characteristics mediate neighborhood

differences and insulate students from adverse neighborhood threats to school safety?

While this study offers insight into the role of school policies and practices in producing
sak and productive learning climates for urban public school stugtegéneral evidence
comes from one school district. The detailed organizational context variables included in this
study are not available at a national level. As a result, differencashbyl context observed in
the Chicago context might not be the same in other cities where schools are structured
differently. Further research in other school settmgght consider replicating some of the

findings fromthis analysigo the extent thadata areavailable.

Data and Measures

This studycombines quantitative and qualitative data@xaminethe mechanisms

through which schools may foster safe schooling environm@fgsncorporate aariety of

9
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neighborhood, school and studéstel data fom Chicago Public Schools (CR&s well as a

rich set of survey measures from the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School

Research (CCSRnthe organizational context of Chicago schaoola series of quantitative

analysesin additonweugqual i t ati ve data from a |l ongitudi:H
transition to high schodhat gathered data throughdepth, semstructured student and teacher
interviews and ethnographic observation.

Survey data are drawfrom all schools that particgted in the CCSR teacher and student
survey in the 20089 academic yedf.For teacher survey responsesr sample consists of 387
schoolg(68 high schools and 3ementary schoodisbased on responses from 8,774
elementary school teachdmgades K8) and 3,965 high school teachégsades 912). The
averagdeacher response rate across high schools is 61.2 percent and 54.5 percent across
elementary schools. For student survey respoonsesample consists of 524 schd@& high
schools and 448 elemtany schooly based on responses from 65,007 elementary school
students (grades®) and 52,478 high school students (gradé@2p The averagstudent
response rate is 60.9 percantoss high schoolnd 82.9 percent across elementary schools.
Table 1 smmarizegshe demographic characteristicam the 200809 school year foour
sample of school$\mong our sample of schools, approximately 80 percent of students come
from economicallydisadvantaged backgrounds, as measured by receipt of free or rpdiceed
lunch. Approximately 90 percent are identified as either Afrisarerican or Hispanic.
Elementary schools have total average enrollment of approximately 600 students; among high
schools, average enrollment is approximately 1000 students.

Qualitative data are drawn fromlangitudinal studyof 52 students whwere interviewed

as many as six times betweéhahd ' grade, spanning the period from May 2008 to February

©The CCSR survey was administered in the spring of 2009.
10
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20100We al so interviewed each studenmmatlls ei ght h ¢
teachers, and observed their English and math cldasswiews with teachers were not specific
to the 52 students, but asked about their experiences with all stu8ems. of the students
attendedyradeK-8 elementary schools in eighth gradéness attended middle schools; all
attended neighborhood high schools serving gradi All of the students attended one of four
elementary/middle schools that fed into five specific high schbsifig seventh grade lllinois
State Achievement Test (ISAEcoresresearchers oversampled for middlhieving students.

School Safety.School safety is measured through surveys conducted by CCSR of
students in grades six through (h@iddle grades and high schoahd teachers in grade$ K2
(all grade levels) from the 2088 schoolyea-r om st ude nt thefsuryeyscaptpre ct i v e
two dimensions of safetyl) general feelingsf safety in and around tlsehool as well as 2) the
nature of interactions among students in the schtiwé degree to which peers are respectful or
mean to eachotheFr o m t e a c h e r theGsurnegeapsupe perceptioneabqut crime
and disorder in their schoolBable 2 provideshe questionsncluded in each ahe three
dimensions of schoa@afety.ln general, there is\aery strong correspondence between student
and teacher reports of saféty The fact that two different groups of respondénssudents and
teachers with different survey questions produce similar reports about school climategsovi
validation that the surveys capture real differences in school safety, even though they are based
on seltreports.

There areconsiderable differences across schools in Chicago in student and teacher
reports of safety. Table@ovidesinsight into theextent of these differences by summarizing
teacher and student reports of safety at three CPS high sdhamie. of the safer high schools

(School A),which isat the CPS systemide average on the student safety measatmost all

" The correlation between student and teacher rem£.80.

11
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students feel saf@ithin the school building and the vast mapfeels safe coming and going to

school. Teachers report fgwoblems with crime or violendejust occasional disorder in the

hallways and some problems with robbery, but few problems with classroom disigtatst or

disrespect of teachers. Most students say their peers get along well and care about each other,

although only about half feel their peers are respectful to each tlzemore typical CPS high

school (School B)the vast majority of studentsel safe within the building, but there are

problems outside of the school building. Half of students are concerned about coming and going

to school, and only about oiieird feel safe in the area just outside the schibedchers report

some problems wth violent threats in the building, and many report problems associated with

gang activity and fightdzurthermore, more than 60 percent of teachers report problems with

disorder and disrespeth an unsafe CPS school (School @hjch istwo standard daations

below average on the student safety measteonly do students feel unsafe outside of the

building, but half the students feel unsafe in the hallways and bathrooms and only 60 percent feel

safe in their classroomBlearly all teachers report gslems with robbery in the building, gang

activity, fights, disorder, and disrespect, and thgearters of teaas report that students

threaten them with violence. Interactions between students and teacherquastlyehostile

and mutually disrespdfal -the maj ority of students say their

for themselves, put each other down, and donod
Other studies of school safety have udath on school security responses to disorder,

such asdool disciplinary data (e.g., number of suspensions) and student and teaeher self

reports of victimizatiorio capture safety in schoqM/elsh,2000. While student and teacher

reports about their perceptions of school climate may not be completely\ahjduty have the

advantage of showing how people are actually interpreting their experiences in the school

12
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environment,andsameaccur ate in terms of peopleds feel i

Discipline and victimization data are alsonoefre f r om bi as as they may r e

responses to discipline and recéwkping as well as actual threats to safety. By using both

types of data, we can gain a more nuanced understanding of the climate of safety and discipline

in schools.
School Organzation. Prior research and theory suggests four broad domains of a

s ¢ h ool @mganigational sirlicture that could potentially affect the climate of safety in

schools. These include) school leadership; (b) teacher collaboration and supporth@dlsc

family interactions; and (dtudentteacherelationships. These domains are defibased on

prior workwhich has validated the components in each domain as relevant for school

improvement efforts (Bryk et al., 2010)able Al in the appendprovidesdetailsaboutthe

surveyquestionsised to construct the measures described lisaeh measure is created through

multiple survey items, and multiple measures are used to study each of the four social

organizational domainsSchool Leadershifs studied through measuresteficher influence

principal instructionaleadershipprogram coheence and teachetprincipal trust There are four

measures of eacher Collaboration & Suppertollective responsibility, orientation to

innovation, socialiation of new teacherandteacheiteacher trust-or SchoolFamily

Interactions weusa measure of teachparent trust StuderiTeacher Relationshipare

measured through questions to students aleacher persongupportands t ud ermtc her tr us
School Context and Student Backgrounddata. CPS school administrative files

provide information on school racial composition, enroliment size, the percent-oidome

students and gradevel. CPS student administrative files provide information on stuest

score and achievement data.disentangle the endogeneity of school achievement with respect

13
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to student and teacher reports of school climate and safety we use measures of achievement that
predate the measures of safétgr schools serving studsnn grades K3, incoming
achievement ithe standardized proportion of students in grades six to (@ngtte 200809
school yea) who met or exceeded proficiency on the ISA&th and reading tegthen they
were in fifth gradeFor high schools, schoakthievement is based on the EXPLORE exam,
which is taken in early October of-09schaoldent 0s
year.

Neighborhood Crime, Socioeconomic Status, and Povertyddataeasured wittiata
from the 2000 U.S. Censusnd Chicago Police Department recofdisnsus data are available at
the block group level, whictepresergabout one city blockor most areas of Chicagd
Students are linked to the census block group through their residential address. Schools are
linked to the census block group in which they are located, unless there is a low density of
population near the school (e.g., a school located in a park). In those cases, we use information
from the census trad®overty is measured withe percentage damilies below the poverty line
and the percentage of males unemployed in the block ghomygasure of social status is created
from the median family income and the average number of years of education of adults in the
neighborhood. Information on crineprovided by addressom the police recordsggregated
to the block grouplevel and | inked to studentsd residences
as census datRoverty, crime and social statage studiedbothin terms ofthe conditions in the

neighborhood around the school, and as an agg

2 There are approximately 10,000 census blocks in Chicago. Source: University of Chicago Library (information
accessed frorhttp://www.lib.uchicago.edu/e/su/maps/censusinfaltdn March 13, 2012).

14
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(calcul ated as a weighted average of the cens
live).!3

Neighborhood poverty and crime may contribute to school safety through a number of
mechanisms, one of which is the degree to which neighbors provide support to each other and
watch over children in theommunity. We use an indicator édduman and Social Reurces in
the Communityrom the student surveys capturest udent sé6 assessment of t
trust in and reliance upon neighbors and community members, and whether they feel that adults
in the community know and care about th&m.
Analytic Methods

Our aim is to understand the ways in which community and school factors together
rel at ed andteaheds dfe e of lsatetyig their schools. We beginith quantitative
analysisshowing the correlations of a large array of compositj@teuctural, and organizational
features of schools with the three measures of safety. These corredat@nshich features of
schools are most strongly related to school safety. Howeaed, featureould showa
relationshipwith safetysimply becaseof correlations with the othéactors. We thenexamine
the factors in combination, to determine which are most directly related to school afety
begin with factors outside of the control of the schddlse community context of the school
andthe neighborhoods in which students residd theradd school contextuasfructural and
socialorganizationafeatures Thequalitative analysiprovides rich descriptions sthool
organizational structures and practigeschools Further informabn on the methods used for

both the quantitative and qualitative work is provided in the appendix.

13 Nearly 60 percent of CPS high school students and 50 percent of elementary school students attend a school other
than their neighborhood school.

14 We incorporate this indicator as prior research (Sampson et al., 1997) hashfumeighborhood collective

efficacyit he extent of soci al cohesion among neighbors coup
of the common good is particularly related to neighborhood violence and victimization

15
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Results

As one would expectchook serving a large share of students from kiglverty and
high-crime neighborhoods, and with few human and social reesutend to be less safe than
schools serving more advantaged students. However, the findings from thisipaptrat the
ways that adults in the school building interact with each other, with parents, and with students
mediate these environmental udhces. This leads schools serving students from similar
neighborhoods to have very different school climdteseed, about onquarter of the
differences in safety across schools can be attributed to sohased factors, rather than student
backgrounddctors.

We find that the nature and quality of the interactions between adults and students matter
greatly for school climate and safety. These interactions are shaped by school structures around
student discipline and eachewsdrermxtample, whike highyatesaft er a
suspensiore associated witlbwer levels of safety, training teachers and staff on how to deal
with conflict in constructive ways could help prevent conflicts from escalating. The evidence
further suggests thdtis critical that school personnel engage families in constructive and
supportive waysMoreover, there is an important education component to school safety that is
often overlooked the achievement level of the incomisigident population is a far stiger
predictor of school safety than the poverty or crime rate af niegghborhoods
School Safetyand Neighborhood Context

Crime and poverty explain a substantial proportion of the differences in safety across
schoolsHowever, while the locationohte school does matter, the <ch
home neighborhoods are more imporiargxplaining variation in student and teacher reports of

school safetyFor student reports of safety and peer interactionsecin the neighbortom
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around theschool explains 29 percentthie variation across schools, while poverty around the
school explain®5 percent of thevariation (See Tablé). Forteacher reports of crime and
disorder, crne in the neighborham around the school explains 27 percerthefvariatioracross
schools, while poverty around the school explains 21 percent of the vattafiime and
poverty ihome seighbdrieoadinsantrastexplain approximately onéhird of the
di fferences i n st ud e aféetys anchearydalf of thediffarences @crodse el i n
schools in the quality of peer interactions. Thus, school safety is strongly defined by the
characteristics of awhs attbndsoie dchoolsanduhd eeighborimoadp ul at
in which they live Peer interactions, in particular, are less supportive and respectful in schools
with greater percentages of students from {pghierty, highcrime neighborhoods.

Neighborhood poverty and crime may contribute to school safety through a number of
mechanims, one of which is the degree to which neighbors provide suppeatkoother and
watch over children in the community. The extent of human and social resources in the
community are as strongly associ at eimdeamdi t h st u
poverty in studentds home neighborhoods. Stu
around the school, and in the school building if they come from communities where adults know
the neighborhood children and work together to keep the comyraafé.Human and social
resources in the community further explain differences in school safety beyond crime and
poverty. As showin Table6, crime and poverty together explain about 40 percent of the
variation in student reports of safety across schfrabdel 1 Rsquared=.396). By including
human and social resources in the model, about half of the differences in student safety are
explained (model 2 Rquared=.510). The coefficient for poverty also shrinks by a third,

indicating that some of the eglonship of poverty with safety likely operates through

5To calculate the shadd variation, we square the value of the bivariate correlation coefficient.
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human/social resources in the communijuman and social resources in the community are
also associated with peer interactions, but less strongly thasaiéty éee Table 4)They are
evenlessst rongly associated with teacherso6 feelin
safety, although they are related. This makes sense, as it is students who would be receiving
support from adults in the community rather than teachers.

One might als@xpect the presence of more affluent familresome communities,
where residents have more education and are employed in more managerial or executive jobs, to
be associated with fewer safety concerns. However, only modest relationships exist, regardless
of whether they are measured in the area arou
and they are completely attributable to the fact that neighborhoods with more affluent families
also have less poverty and lower crime raiée relationshipsidappear when poverty and
crime are controlled. It is the presence or absence of poverty and crime, more than the presence
of higherincome families that is correlated with school safety.
School Safetyand School Context

School safety is better in elememntaniddle schools than in high schools. Yet, while
there are marked differences in safety between middle grades and high school grades, these
differences are overshadowed by the differences in safety by community context. The
relationship between schoolid and school safety is about half of the size of the relationship
between safety and community context factors,thack is only a very modest relationship
between grade level and the quality of student interactions (seed)aBkfetyat the school is
much more strongly determined by where the school is located, and the backgrounds of the
students at the school, than by the grade levels it séwesverage, the number of students

enrolled in a school is also not related to eithedgunt s®6 or teachersd perce
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Tabled). Largerschools are positively related to student perceptions of peer interatiigrite
magnitude of the correlation is small.

There are large differences in safety by schacial compositionStudents attending
schools that serve predominantly African American students feel much less safe and report less
positive peer interactions than students at other schools, on average. Teachers at these schools
also report substantially less safe envinemts. The biggest difference in safety between African
American schools and others is in the quality of peer interactions, with African American
students especially unlikely to say their peers treat each other with respect. The schools that are
most safepn all three aspects of safety, are those that are majority white/Asian. Schools that are
predominantly Latino fall irbetween. However, it is difficult to disentangle school racial
composition from neighborhood characteristics like crime and povertyodlall schools
serving students from neighborhoods with the highest levels of crime and poverty are African
American schools. Most schools with a substantial proportion of white or Asian students serve
students from neighborhoods with low or very low @&imtes. Predominantly Latino schools
tend toserve students from neighborhoods with average levels of anchpoverty

Whil e school safety is strongly related to
even more strongly related to the acaderkiidssof students served by the schodhe average
prior achievement levels of students who enter the middle grades or high @dedhblel).
On average, students in Chicago who attend schools that enroll-agtieving studentseport
feeling safe at school than students in schools serving students with lower academic skills. In
fact, school achievemehy itselfexplains approximately half of the differences in student
reports of overall safety and teacher reports of crime and disorder antféhendes in the

guality of interactions among peers at both the elementary and high school levels.
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One interpretation of this relationship may be that achievement is higher because safety is
higheri that students are better able to concentrate on Igawhen they are in a safe
environmentOther research has shown that schools are more likely to show improvements in
test scores if they have safe learning climates (Bryk, et al., 2010). However, in this case, school
achievement level is measured withg€udt s 6 i ncoming test scores at
grade (for high school reports) or the end of fifth grade (for students in grades six through eight).
Thus, it is the characteristics of students that show a relationship with safety, not the quality of
the education they received while at the high school or in the middle grades.

Not only is school average incoming achievement level the strongest predictor of student
reports of school safetiput it also explains most of the relationship of school saéty
poverty and crime. As shown in model 4 in Talfie& theachievement level of ¢hschool fully
mediateghe relationship between crime and poverty with student and teacher reports of school
safety.Conditional on school context variables and, irtipakar, academic achievement, the
magnitude of the coefficients on crime and poverty decrease dramatiictily extent thahese
community context variables ane longer statisticallgistinguishable from zer&overty and
crime show strong relationgls with school safety primarily because schools in4pgherty,
high-crime areas tend ®&erve students who enter school Witiv achievement.

The inclusion of variables representing school structure together with variables on
student characteristiésegpecially includingachievemerd together explain most of the
variation in safety across schools. As shown in model 4 and TéBlebesevariablestogether
explain three fourths of the variance in student reports of safety and two thirds of the diferenc
in student reports of peer interactions and teacher reports of safgise 1 provides more detail

on the strong relationships between student reports of safety and the charaaiéssidsnts
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attending the schodlthe degree to which they liva neighborhoods with crime and their
academic achievement levéfsThere is almost no overlap in student reports of safety among
schools serving students with the most disadvantaged backgrounds and schools serving the most
advantaged students. Safety is strongly defined by the characteristics of the students served by
the school.

However,student characteristics are not completely deterministic of the level of safety of
the schoal Even after accounting for neighborhood and school factors, more thdoustreof
the differences in student reports of safety and peerntiens, and nearly ortaird of the
differences irteachereports of crime and disorder remain unexplained (see Tél@esAs can
be seen in Figure 1, there are ladiféerences in safety among schools serving similar types of
students. Schools seng students from neighborhoods with the highest crime rates
approximately two standard deviations above the magange from some of the very least safe
in CPS (two standard deviations below the mean safety level) to others at about one standard
deviaton above the mean (around the 66th percentile of safety among all schools). Likewise,
there are schools that serve students from veryclawe neighborhoods that are less safe than
the average CPS school, despite serving more advantaged students. Sochogstudents
from neighborhoods with average levels of crime vary quite dramatically in how students report
safety in their schools. Some are among the safest schools in CPS (at the 99th percentile), while
other schools serving students from neighbodsowith identical levels of crime are among the
least safe (at the 10th percenti®)c h o smdiasofganizational structusexplain some of these

differences

% While not shown, the relationship between teacher reports of crime and disorder and student reports of peer
interactions with crime, poverty and achievement look very simildrtell the same story. That is, there are similar
patterns of large differences in teacher reports of crime and disorder and student reports of peer interactions among
schools serving students from neighborhoods with similar crime rates, poverty lededshevement.
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School Safety by School Soci@lrganizational Structure

Eachfeatureo f a  ssecialorgahizatsonal structure is significantly associated with
school safety leadership, teacher collaborative work, family interactions, and sttekectier
relationships (see Tabt. What stands out is the degree to which meaningful sdlaoaly
interactionsshow particularly strong relationships with school safBth students and teachers
feel safest in schools where teachers view pa
relationships are so strong that they far overshadow the relspsns neighborhood crime and
poverty with safety and areat least as strong as tredationship of safgtwith school
achievement level.

School leadership and collaborative work among teachers are also associated with safer
environments, as represethtgy the relationships between collective responsibility and teacher
influence and school safety. The more that teachers take responsibility for the whole school and
work together, rather than just focusing on their individual classrooms, the safeetise$
feel. Likewise, the more th&tachers are involved in school decisioaking, the safer the
environment for both teachers and students. Safety is also higher the more that programs and
instruction are coherentlyoordinated, as indicated by théatenship between safety and
program coherence.

Of course, th@atternsobservedn Table 5couldexist because it is easier to have strong
relationships and good organizational structures in schools that serve more advantaged student
populations. In other words, it is possible that the relationships themselves do not promote
safety; they simply occuraturally in schools already inclined to be safe, based on their student
population.To examine the degree to which school organizational structure is related to school

safety, net of theharacteristics of the students served by the school and schotlistiModel
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5 in Tables5-8 predictsschool safety with variables from each of the components of
organizational functioning, as well as the variables for school and community context. Because
variables representing specific organizational features wotslie.g., leadership, teacher
collaboration) are correlated with each other, we aggregate the CCSR survey measures into
composite measures. Each composite measure is standardized across the sample of CPS schools.
Oncewe consider théour aspects of a ¢ h oooghnizational structure (leadership,
teacher collaboration, schefamily interactions, and studetgacher relationships)
approximately 80 percent of the differences in sadetpss schools, as reported by students and
teachersare explainedThus, school organizational factors help explain why schools with very
similar students can have very different outcomes when it comes to, sefétgonsideration of
these factors lead almost all of the differences in school safety to be explainl®0percent
remains unexplained in each measure of school s&t#tgt stands out from these models is the
importance of positive and constructive relationships between students and teachers and teachers
andfamilies.
As can be seen in Model 5 in tab&8, schoolfamily interactions continue to be
significantly related to safety, even after controlling for school structure and composition.
However, the relationships asenallerthanobserved in Tablgé becaus®f correlations with
compositional variabless n parti cul ar, the coefficients for
neighborhoods and school achievement level decline once deaitf interactions are
included in the models. There are irterrelations among all of these varialdlesome of the
relationships of human/social resources and school achievement level are mediated through the

relationships that families have with teachers. At the same time, it is more likely that teachers
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will have good relationships with families when they work ighhachieving schools serving
students that come from communities where adults look out for children.

Teachersdé feelings of c¢crime and disorder a
family interactions, even after controlling for the compositbstudents served by the school.
Leadership in the school also continues to sh
and safety in the school, after taking into account other sogahizational feature®ut most
of therelationship of ledership with safety seems to be mediatedugh other mechamiss:
schoolfamily interactionsand teachestudent relationship3he relationship of leadership with
students6 feelings of safety and peer interac
organizational featuresetdership matters for safety to the extent that it affects these other
elements of schools.

Once we control for school composition and structure, stetdacher relationships
emerge as the strongest organizational feature assosiatedd h s tepodseofrpees 6
interactions. They aralsoas important as teachlEamilypar t ner shi ps for stude
feelings of safetyStudents feel safer, and feel that their peers are more respectful, when they
have more trusting, supportivelationships with teachers.

Given the evidence on the strong relationsbipschootfamily interactions and student
teacher relationshipsith student and teacher reports of safety, we wondered wtetfrer
guality relationshipganmake ugfor differences across schools in the types of students they
serve To examine this, we compared safety in schools that were highly disadvantaged but had
strong relationships to schools that were advantaged but had weak relationships. We did this by
construding a composite indicator of the socioeconomic advantage of schools which took into

accounthelevel of crime, poverty, and human and soaslources n a st udent dés hon
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neighborhood, as well as the level of academic achievement in the ddbiogl thiscomposite
indicator, we divided schools into low, middle and high advantage grdopy advantage
schools are approximately half a stand@estiationor morebelow the meatevel of school
advantageard high advantage schools are approximately hsiralard deviatioror more
above the meane thencreated a composite of the quality of schibated relationships by
combining the schodkvel values of the schodhmily interactions and studetgacher
relationships constructs into one measWe divided schoolsbased on whether they hhigh,
average olow-quality relationships Schools with lowquality relationships arapproximately
half a standard deviation or more below the nlegal of schocbased relationshipand
schools with highguality rehtionships are approximately half a standard deviation or more
above the meanFor eaclcombination of school advantage aqhlity of relationships (e.g.
low-advantage/lowguality relationships, lovadvantage/averagguality relationshipsgtc.),we
conmpared the three measuressafety. Figur€ summarizetheresultsfor student reports of
safety

Regardless of the overall level of school advantage, safety is better in schools where there
are highemuality relationships among students, teachers amdli€s. This holds true across all
three indicators of school safegithough we only show studengfports ofsafety here (other
figures are available from the authoyson reque$t What is particularly notable is the extent to
which high-quality relationships among students and adults can make up for socioeconomic
disadvantage. In particular, schools serving the least advantaged stustedints who live in
neighborhoods withigh levels of crime and poverty, few human and social resources and who
attend lower achieving schodldut with highquality relationships are as safe, on average, as

the most advantaged schools with weak relationsAipgest of the difference of mesn
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confirms that lowadvantage schools with high quality relationships are as safe as high
advantage schools with leguality relationships. Indeed, we cannot reject the null hypothesis
that the mean values are the same since-tlaye of the test statis is approximately 0.9 (for
each of the three safety outcomeshis is true for student reports of safeapd also with
teacher reports of crime and disorder and studgadrts of peer interactions.
Weaker studentteacher relationships in high schobmake it more difficult to maintain a
safe school climate
A number of studies have documented thattransition to high school can be
probl ematic for st udent pefformaeckia$chodl Stsdentserger wi t h
schools that are typadly larger and more impersortalan their elementary/middle schpwldith
any one teacher seeing a student for no more than one or two class periods inya day. B
comparing studentsod6 exper i emhmoeghintensewswitey mov e
students and their teacherge get aoncrete understanding of some of the wayationships
work to buffer students from adverse factorgheir environmentAt the same timaye can see
howthe absence dfustingrelationships between adults, studeatg] families may leave
students emotionally and physicallyinerable particularly during the often difficult transition
to high school.

In many Chicago schools, especially those where students feel unsafe, gang violence
domi nates stuwdegtpbobbemserhsecome more direct]l
everyday livesvhen they enter high schooWhiletheyexpressed concerns about gang activity
during elementaryniddle school, perceived threaasid issuesovedfrom outside tanside the
schod building, andwere more likely tanvolve themand their friendsn a direct way Students

explained that in high school, they had to become more careful about choosing associates, often

" Seidman et al. 1996; Seidman et al. 19Rdderick& Campburn 19%
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out of fear of being mistaken for gang members themselvdsighrschool, one student
explains, fAiYou have 1oy owa]t ctha weé atto ywaitbale whoy i)
Worries about personal safety, concerns about the safety of friends and acquaintances, and more
general fears about the unpredictability ohgaiolence in high schoqlsontributed to a broad
sense of uncertainty and mistrust among the students whom we interteesvgteater extent in
ninth grade than the year before high schBtldentsilsoobserved that fights in high schools
became larer, less controlled, and more dangerous. Theoorene scuffling of elementary
schools appeared to give way to groups of students engaged in what occasionally became wild,
meleestyle brawils.

For a small number of the students, worries about beivgndrao increasingly violent
and seemingly unpredictable fights during high school became a central preoccupation. Among
this group, students became increasingly withdrawn from school, often skipping classes or even
entire days in order to avoid conflict&ven students who remained closely engagethool
still experienced high schools as more uncertain and less conngitted majority of students
whom we studied voicing concerns about fighting and gang violence in their.school

The move into higls ¢ h o o | affected studentsd percepti
school. Because of the greatsize, the mixing of students from dozens of elementary feeder
schoolsand different neighborhoodand the decrease in sustained contact between childien an
adults adults and students are less likely to kreagh othewell. There is a greatehance for

misunderstandingmongstudents antietweerstudents and teachers who know each other only

superficially. Al toés eadsiaers ttuod égiettt @& snp Mariogusb |
people, so itdés easy to either get Jpanktypued on
can come to the wrongoperson and [then] itods
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We can see a number of ways that the strength or absence of relatidrethipen
teachers and students can affect the climate of safety as students move into high school. One key
difference comes from the increase in time and frequency of interactions that teachers spend with
students, getting to know them and other studertseir class. In middle schools, stronger
relationships between teachers and student s,
awareness of potential conflicts and their ability to prevent those conflicts from escalating or
even occurring ithe first place. Personal knowledge of all or most of the parties involved in a
conflict makes it easier for teachers to mediate among students and plan interventions. Second,
the way that teachers interact with students who are having problems in cahadiect
subsequent proble@spotentially aggravatingr ameliorating student behavioFinaly,
di scipline practices in the school can affect
interactions

In the elementaryniddle schools, teachers werealing with smaller numbers of
students, sometimes in selfntained classrooms, and were more aware of, and responsive to,
emerging conflicts. Elementdngiddleschool teachers were able to take students aside, draw on
student s6 r el auttsiinahe building, and toastructivélyanvolva atlministrators
and parents to resolve conflict before it became violent. The elementary school teachers
generally also devoted more time to group dynamics in their classrooms, sometimes holding
whole-classmeetings to discuss and learn from disagreements and fights. In the high schools,
adults were less likely to know all the parties involved in a conflict or to be aware of emerging
conflicts as they developedin unsafe high schools, weak relationshipsMeen students and
adultslimitedthe opportunities adultstidoma nage st u d e n tbe @oadtivetner act i o

curtailing disagreements before they become vipkamd to control and address conflict where it
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occurs Strong, stable bonds between students and aiduttsddle schoohelpedadults in the
building prevent and managhe encroachment of gang issues faglating within and outside of
the schoal

Positive relationships between teachers and students canedsatethe adverse
influences on school engagement from peers and community violence. This can be seen in the
contrasting cases of two studemtshe same schoolOne, Derrick, a softpoken African
American student was assaulted by an older studesiiewtchool, and subsequently threatened
after school. As a result, he & skipping school. When he tried to return, his teachers did not
try to find out what happened. Instead they assumed that he did not care about school; his
algebrateachercohpai ned t hat stdomdentseel ieldarcheirl@ncla,s i
dondét thinlk oirt @ einmpg or tbeenther e e-orebylyistahchgrs, 0 Af t
Derrick floundered in his classes dmad a number of discipline problenns¢ludingmultiple
suspensions.

Chalise, an African American nintjrader, had a very different experience, marked by much
stronger and more supportive relationships with her teadberly. in the fall of her freshman year,
twoof Chal i s e 6 s front etesantary schoel watesstaotd killed in gangelated violence.
InaveryshorttmeChal i seds attitude t odvamatitadly iasteadoobah s e e me
outgoing, cheerful girlshe became morose and fearfibwever, instead of pullingreay from her,
Ch a | teacle® sand particularly her algebra teachétnit more closely together around her as
she struggled. Healgebra teacher offered to come in early before sdiodwtlp her complete missed
assignments, encourageer to join a cluthe sponsored after school, and keptlose contact with
her family throughout the yeaChalise slowly reboundédeventually, her grades improved

dramatically, until they exceeded her previpesformance in school. She was selected for a national
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honor ®ciety, and one of her teachers observed thabhatddecome one of the few students in her
high schooklass for whom college was obviously attainable.

Disciplinary measures in high school become more sexgeteachers react to, rather than
preempt, conflict With the exception of one elementary school in the study where there were
frequent suspensions, conflicts amofigg8ade students werdtenlikely to be resolved through
conversations Students wowl be sent to sit with the principal, talk with a staff member, or
resolve a conflict with the teachdn the larger, more anonymous environment of the high
school, conflicts and fights often ezdwith out of school suspensionStudents were surprised
at the severity of punishments they and their peers received when they entered high school, and
greater enforcement of school rules. In the schools with high suspension rates, school discipline
itself became a threat for students, making them feel lesmiinol andcared for and less likely
to trust adults in the buildingAs one student described ninth gradieuble comes along every
once in a while. ltés bound to happen. Nobody
suspension or detentiond
School &fety andSchool Discipline FPactices

While hightquality relationships among students and adgsmtane di at e st udent
adverse neighborhood circumstanses,wondered whethgunitive school responsde safety
were alsassociated witkstudent and teacher reports of saf&ghools across CPS serve very
different populations of students who arrive at school from different social and economic
circumstances. Suspensions are a response to
about safety; they reflect which schools struggle the most with these issues. Given that there are
strong relationships between neighborhood context, school context and school safety, we looked
to see whether the relationship between suspensioraraddedings of safety persisted after

controlling for neighborhood and school characteristics. Tablenmarizes this analysis.
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Controlling for differences ikommunity and school context, schowish higher suspension
rates have lower levels of safety as reported by students and teactiestandardized
correlations of.14 for student safety and?4 for teacher reports safety

While we are hesitant tmake a causal argument basedconelational data, at best, this
suggests that high suspensions rates do not sufficiently address the problems that scliools face
schools with high rates of suspensions are still less safe than others that serve students with
similar backgrounds in similarerghborhoods. At worst, this suggests that suspensions
themselves may aggravate problems with safety. This latter perspective is consistent with
research by others showing that schools with
policies often haveigher levels of student fear (American Psychological Association Zero
Tolerance Task Force, 20083chools may unwittingly be exacerbating the low levels of safety
in schools serving students from high crime/hpgiverty neighborhoods through their diditip
practices.
Conclusions

Broadly speaking, studentsdé families, peer
characteristics, and school setsmgteractt o s hape studentsdé academic
development, and the overall climate in schools. As miglexpected, crime and poverty in
studentsod6 residenti al nei ghborhoods are stron
with high crime and poverty tend to have fewer human and social resources available to students,
and these social resourdesp students to feel safe as they travel between home and school and
as they manage conflicts with peers.

While it is not surprising thatrime and poverty are related to school safety, our analyses

indicate thatrime and poverty operate largely through tbademic achievement level with
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