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Objectives. There has been rel-
atively little research on the contri-
butions of school context to devel-
opmental outcomes. This study
examined relationships between
students’ sense of the school as a
community and their involvement
in problem behaviors.

Methods. Participants were an
ethnically and socioeconomically
diverse sample of 1434 fifth and
sixth grade students from 24 ele-
mentary schools around the United
States. Data were analyzed by hier-
archical linear regression.

Results. The major finding was
that, with several relevant student-
and school-level characteristics
controlled, schools with higher
average sense-of-community scores
had significantly lower average stu-
dent drug use and delinquency.
Caution is warranted in inferring
causality, however, owing to the
cross-sectional design.

Conclusions. The findings sug-
gest that school context may moder-
ate relationships between individual
risk and protective factors and
developmental outcomes, and that
schools that are experienced as
communities may enhance students’
resiliency. (Am J Public Health.
1997;87:1997-2001)
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Introduction

Although schools are a primary social
context for youth, there has been relatively
little research on the role of school organi-
zation, practices, and climate in the etiology
of problem behaviors.'? Some theories of
delinquency implicate social context in
rates of problem behaviors>* and a few
studies have investigated relationships
between neighborhood or community con-
text and delinquency,™® but the possible
linkages between the social context of the
school and students’ involvement in prob-
lem behaviors remain largely unexplored.

One aspect of school context that is
potentially important for rates of problem
behaviors is the extent to which the school
is a functional community (i.e., an envi-
ronment characterized by caring and sup-
portive interpersonal relationships, oppor-
tunities to participate in school activities
and decision making, and shared norms,
goals, and values).” Recent studies have
shown that students who experience their
school as a community enjoy school more,
are more academically motivated, are
absent less often, engage in less disruptive
behavior, and have higher achievement
than students who do not.®® Although drug
use and delinquency were not examined in
these previous studies, the findings clearly
suggest that in schools where there is a
strong sense of community, students are
more strongly bonded to the school. Theo-
retically, weak bonds with conventional
institutions are considered an important
cause of delinquent behavior among
youth.'*!! Therefore, we expect that there
would be less problem behavior among
students at schools where the social con-
text promotes bonding.

The present study examined cross-
sectional relationships between students’
sense of the school as a community and the
prevalence of problem behaviors among

fifth and sixth grade students in a diverse
sample of elementary schools.

Methods

Subjects and Design

The subjects were 1434 fifth (62%)
and sixth (38%) grade students from ele-
mentary schools in six school districts
across the United States—three on the West
Coast, one in the South, one in the South-
east, and one in the Northeast. The partici-
pating schools were selected, in part, to rep-
resent a wide range of settings and student
populations. Of the 24 schools (4 from each
district), 11 are in large cities, 4 are in
smaller cities, and 9 are in suburban or rural
communities. Information on student com-
position and other aggregate characteristics
of these schools is presented in Table 1.

Data were collected as part of baseline
assessments for a longitudinal investigation
of the antecedents and effects of schools as
communities. After baseline data collection,
12 of the schools (2 per district) began
implementing an intervention program
designed to enhance a sense of school com-
munity. The other 12 schools are serving as
a comparison group for evaluating the
effectiveness of the intervention program.

Parental consent was obtained for all
students who participated in the research.
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TABLE 1—Aggregate Scores of Participating Schools for School Sense of Community, Student Demographic Characteristics,
and Student Drug Use, Delinquency, and Victimization
Predictor and Control Variables Included in Model Other Characteristics Outcome Variables
School % Students
Sense of  Receiving % No. % with Drug
Community,® Subsidized %  Ethnic nghest Students Limited or Mean Use,”  Delinquency,® Victimization,®
School Mean (SD) Lunch Male Minority Grade® Enrolled No English Achievement® Mean (SD) Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)
1 2.56 (.52) 94 46 100 5 612 3 28.54 1.52(.78) 1.35(.59) 1.61 (.57)
2 2.70 (.61) 88 53 35 5 607 0 44.23 1.69 (.81) 1.63(.76) 1.86 (.77)
3 2.77 (.50) 38 52 77 5 263 17 44.28 1.38 (.57) 1.31(.46) 1.96 (.69)
4 2.78 (.61) 46 51 28 5 594 0 57.58 1.77(.83) 1.61(.70) 1.96 (.87)
5 2.80 (.59) 24 48 56 5 452 8 56.20 1.43(52) 1.26(.34) 1.75 (.79)
6 2.83 (.61) 9 52 26 6 434 2 60.60 1.87 (65) 1.72(.87) 2.02 (.95)
7 2.85(.62) 28 51 34 5 517 0 50.59 1.65(.66) 1.45(.57) 1.82 (.76)
8 2.85 (.43) 95 46 100 5 677 2 24.15 1.55 (.84) 1.39 (.62) 1.79 (.82)
9 2.89 (.60) 77 52 34 5 534 0 38.52 1.42 (.63) 1.54 (.67) 2.01 (.96)
10 2.89 (.55) 60 43 79 6 892 32 45.82 1.68 (.74)  1.45 (.46) 1.73 (.79)
11 2.92 (.60) 5 4 60 6 600 10 56.44 1.65(.63) 1.48(.52) 2.02 (.85)
12 2.94 (.62) 46 51 58 6 77 19 50.28 1.90 (.84) 1.66 (.64) 1.99 (.79)
13 2.95 (.54) 26 43 64 5 487 11 55.57 1.51(.64) 1.46(.60) 1.94 (.88)
14 2.97 (.53) 74 52 84 5 449 22 35.17 1.56 (.61) 1.51(.62) 1.72 (.72)
15 2.98 (.52) 35 50 53 6 386 0 54.09 1.41(46) 1.40(.78) 1.91 (.85)
16 3.05 (.59) 13 47 65 5 651 14 53.33 1.42(57) 1.35(.49) 1.91 (.78)
17 3.06 (.57) 4 49 31 6 652 0 55.65 1.45(44) 1.26(.36) 1.88 (.68)
18 3.07 (.57) 27 47 46 5 433 10 62.66 142 (.46) 1.22(.24) 1.91 (.73)
19 3.09 (.59) 53 56 86 5 378 23 35.41 1.37(.66) 1.43(.62) 1.74 (.75)
20 3.10 (.59) 20 52 50 5 412 12 57.31 1.29 (43) 1.22(.29) 1.82 (.70)
21 3.14 (.58) 14 47 69 5 537 8 60.76 1.39(.54) 1.34 (.46) 1.76 (.66)
22 3.15(.62) 9 56 35 6 534 0 55.67 1.56 (.56)  1.36 (.51) 1.90 (.74)
23 3.22 (.61) 2 46 29 6 622 0 67.39 1.38 (.46) 1.28(.52) 1.72 (.67)
24 3.29 (.56) 20 48 65 5 932 15 50.08 1.46 (.47) 1.24(.36) 1.91 (.69)
Note. Schools are presented in ascending order of average sense-of-community score.
®Scale range 1 to 5.
bGrade level at which drug use, delinquency, and victimization were assessed.
°Mean percentile score on standardized norm-referenced achievement test.

Although data on problem behaviors were
obtained only from students in the highest
grade at each school (i.e., fifth or sixth), data
on school sense of community (and a num-
ber of other variables not considered here)
were obtained from students in each of the
three highest grades (i.e., third through fifth
or fourth through sixth). Consent rates across
schools varied from 58% to 99% of upper-
grade students, with an average rate of 77%.
Analyses indicated that the research sample
was representative of the full upper-grade
student population at each of the schools in
gender and ethnic composition, achievement
level, and English proficiency. The sample
included slightly more girls (52.8%) than
boys (47.2%). The fifth and sixth grade stu-
dents who provided information about prob-
lem behaviors were 11 or 12 years of age
(mean = 11.69 years, SD = .64); 49% were
Caucasian, 21% were Hispanic, 20% were
African-American, 8% were Asian, and 2%
were of other ethnic backgrounds.

Measures

Students’ sense of the school as a com-
munity was assessed with a 38-item scale
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(internal consistency [a] = .91) composed
of two subscales measuring (1) caring and
supportive interpersonal relationships (28
items, e.g., “people care about each other in
this school,” “students in my class work
together to solve problems”) and (2) stu-
dent autonomy and influence (10 items,
e.g., “the teacher lets me choose what I will
work on,” “in my class the teacher and stu-
dents decide together what the rules will
be”). Students responded to each item on a
5-point scale (1 = “disagree a lot” or
“never”; 5 = “agree a lot” or “always”).
Responses were averaged across the items
in each subscale, and the two subscale
scores were averaged for the measure of
individual students’ sense of community.
Psychometric analyses indicated that the
total sense-of-community scale was unidi-
mensional (i.e., all items had high positive
loadings on the first unrotated principal
component) and was equally reliable for
boys and girls and for students of different
ethnic backgrounds.'?

Students’ use of cigarettes, alcohol,
and marijuana was assessed through indi-
vidual questions: “Do you smoke ciga-
rettes?” “Do you drink alcohol (beer, wine,

liquor)?” “Do you smoke marijuana (pot,
grass)?” Students indicated their use of
each substance on a 5-point scale (1 =
“never”; 5 = “often”).

Frequency of involvement in each of
10 delinquent behaviors (running away
from home, skipping school, damaging
someone else’s property on purpose, throw-
ing objects at people or cars, stealing
money or property, carrying a weapon,
threatening to harm someone, hurting
someone on purpose, taking a car without
the owner’s permission, and being involved
in a gang fight) during the past year was
also assessed on a 5-point scale (1 =
“never”; 5 = “10 or more times”).

Finally, students indicated the extent to
which they had been the subject of each of
six acts of victimization at school (being
insulted, called names, or made fun of; hav-
ing one’s property damaged; having one’s
property stolen; having money or other prop-
erty taken by force; being threatened with
physical harm; and being physically attacked)
during the past year, using the same 5-point
frequency scale described above.

Item responses within each domain
were averaged to form composite measures
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of drug use (o = .52, mean = 1.56, SD =
.66), delinquency (a = .85, mean = 1.43,
SD = .58), and victimization (o = .78, mean
= 1.87, SD =.78). Although the three scales
were positively intercorrelated (rs ranged
from .21 to .53, Ps < .001), the correlations
were moderate and the conceptual distinc-
tions between drug use, delinquency, and
victimization warranted treating them as
separate dependent measures.

Demographic characteristics included
as controls in the analyses were student gen-
der and ethnicity, grade level, and poverty
level (i.e., the percentage of students at the
school receiving subsidized school lunches).
Data on individual students’ socioeconomic
status were not available.

Procedures

Sense of school community and stu-
dent involvement in problem behaviors
were assessed through group-administered
questionnaires. Trained administrators
supervised and provided assistance to stu-
dents. To encourage candor, only precoded
identification numbers appeared on the
questionnaire booklets about problem
behaviors, and students were told that their
answers would be kept confidential.
Administrators flagged the answer sheets of
students they thought were not responding
honestly or were having difficulty under-
standing the questions, and these answer
sheets were scrutinized. All of the data
were also screened for patterning of
responses, response bias, and logical incon-
sistencies. The responses of about 0.5% of
students in the sample were identified as
suspect and dropped from data analysis.

Analysis

Dependent measures were log trans-
formed prior to analysis to minimize skew-
ness. Although we were primarily interested
in relationships between school sense of
community and students’ problem behav-
iors, it was necessary to control for student-
level differences in sense of community
when estimating school-level effects. Data
were therefore analyzed by hierarchical lin-
ear regression.'® Predictors in the student-
level, within-school model were student
sense of school community, gender (0 =
female, 1 = male), and ethnicity (0 = White,
1 = non-White). Student-level predictors
were centered around their within-school
means. Predictors in the school-level,
between-school model were grade level
(0 = fifth, 1 = sixth), average sense of com-
munity within the school, poverty level of
the student population, and the interaction
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of school sense of community and poverty.
The interaction term was computed after
centering both school-level predictors
(sense of community and poverty level)
around the grand mean for the sample.
Poverty level was included as a second con-
text variable because it was strongly nega-
tively correlated with school sense of com-
munity (r{23] = -.69, P < .001) and thus
was a confounding influence that needed to
be controlled when estimating the effects of
school sense of community. Preliminary
analyses indicated that school size, English
proficiency, and mean achievement were
not significantly related to problem behav-
iors once school sense of community,
poverty, grade level, and the student-level
controls were taken into account.

Exploratory analyses revealed that
slope heterogeneity was not significant for
any of the student-level predictors, and like-
lihood-ratio tests indicated that specifying
these parameters as fixed did not provide a
worse fit to the data than specifying slopes
as randomly varying between schools
(X%s[9] < 3.04, Ps < .50)." Consequently,
only between-school variability in the inter-
cepts (i.e., school mean scores) was mod-
eled in the present analyses.

To facilitate comparison across vari-
ables with different metrics, all effect esti-
mates in the regressions were transformed
into standard deviation units.

Results

Fitting an unconditional model (i.e., a
model with no predictors) to each of the
dependent measures indicated that approxi-
mately 7% of the variability in both drug
use and delinquency was between schools.
Although between-school variability was
statistically significant for both measures
(x’s[23] > 101.22, Ps < .001) and the esti-
mated reliabilities for school mean drug use
and delinquency scores were adequate for
discriminating among schools (.73 for each
measure), it is clear that variability of these
measures was much greater between stu-
dents within schools than between schools.
This is important because school-level
effects are evaluated only on the proportion
of variance that is between schools.

For victimization, only about 2% of
the variability was between schools (x’[23]
= 29.15, P < .18), and the reliability of
the school mean victimization score was
only .19. Given nonsignificant between-
school variability, only the within-school
model was fit for the victimization measure.

Finally, approximately 8% of the vari-
ability in school sense of community was

School Sense of Community

between schools (x*[23] = 369.10, P <
.0001), and the school-level mean sense-of-
community score had an estimated reliability
of .92 for discriminating among schools.

Findings from the hierarchical regres-
sion analyses are summarized in Table 2.
Within schools, student gender and sense of
community were associated with all three
problem behaviors. Males were more likely
than females to use drugs, engage in delin-
quent acts, and be victimized at school.
These effects were small for drug use and
victimization but of moderate size for delin-
quency. As expected, students’ sense of
school as a community was negatively asso-
ciated with drug use, delinquency, and vic-
timization. Each of these effects was of
small magnitude. Student ethnicity was
associated only with delinquency: non-
White students were more likely than White
students to report engaging in delinquent
acts. This also was a small effect. Overall,
the within-school model accounted for 3%
to 4% of student variability in drug use and
victimization and for about 10% of the vari-
ability in delinquency.

Between schools, as hypothesized,
increases in school-level sense of commu-
nity were associated with lower average
levels of drug use and delinquent behavior.
Schools where the oldest students were in
sixth grade also had higher average levels
of drug use and delinquency than schools
where the oldest students were in fifth
grade. These effects of school sense of
community and grade level were all of
small magnitude. Overall, the between-
school model accounted for almost 50% of
the variability between schools in average
student drug use, and for almost 60% of the
variability in average student delinquency.

Interestingly, poverty level was not
associated with either drug use or delin-
quency. However, there was a significant
school sense of community X poverty level
interaction effect for delinquent behaviors.
In schools with moderate and low poverty
levels (i.e., schools at the sample mean and
1 SD below the sample mean), increases in
sense of community were associated with
reductions in delinquent behavior (figure
available from authors). For high-poverty
schools (i.e., schools 1 SD above the sam-
ple mean), on the other hand, increases in
sense of community were not associated
with reduced delinquency.

Discussion
The major finding was that, with stu-

dent differences in sense of community and
other student-and school-level characteris-
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TABLE 2—Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analyses of the Effects of a School’s Sense of Community, Poverty Level,
and Other School- and Student-Level Characteristics on Student Drug Use, Delinquency, and Victimization

Within-School Model

Between-School Model

Dependent Sense of % of Sense of Community % of

Measure intercept Gender® Ethnicity” Community Variance Intercept Grade® Community Poverty X Poverty Variance
Drug use .281* .203**  -.006 -.137* 2.86 .952***  268*** —.122*** .036 .064 48.33
Delinquency .226 ATT .139*** -.183* 10.18 .681***  218*** -.105*** 107 .104*** 58.27
Victimization .445* .236* -.101 -.160* 3.99

between-school modeis.

%0 = female, 1 = male.

50 = White, 1 = non-White.

°0 = fifth grade, 1 = sixth grade.
*P<.001; **P<.01;***P < .05.

Note. n= 1434 students and 24 schools. Estimated effects of all predictor variables are presented in standard deviation units (i.e., they are
effept ‘S|ze.)s). The between-school model was not estimated for victimization owing to insufficient variability between schools in average
victimization scores. The percentage of variance is the proportion of variability in dependent measures explained by within-school and

tics controlled, higher levels of school
sense of community were associated with
significantly less student drug use and
delinquent behavior. Taken with the find-
ings from earlier studies,**'*"® this finding
indicates that the social context of the
school is related to a wide range of student
attitudes, motives, and behaviors and thus
merits increased attention in future
research as an important determinant of
children’s developmental outcomes.

Although positive student-level effects
of the sense of school as a community were
found for all three measures of problem
behavior examined here, there was insuffi-
cient variability between schools to esti-
mate school-level effects for victimization.
This was puzzling, because one would
expect that positive interpersonal relation-
ships—one of the two defining characteris-
tics of community—would be inconsistent
with students’ being victimized at school.
The relatively modest amount of variance
in sense of community that was between
schools may be relevant here. When most
of the variance is between students within a
school, even at schools with a high school
mean score there may be many students
who do not experience the school as a com-
munity. If these low-sense-of-community
students are present in all schools and also
are disproportionately those who are vic-
timized, this might account for the signifi-
cant within-school relationships between
sense of community and victimization, and
the absence of significant between-school
variation in average victimization.

While empirical evidence for contex-
tual influences on development and behav-
ior is accumulating, few theoretical models
of contextual effects have been proposed.
Coleman has suggested that children’s
socialization is facilitated in a functional
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community through the salient normative
consensus among community members,
presumably owing to both increased clarity
about appropriate and inappropriate behav-
iors and increased monitoring and enforce-
ment of community norms.'®!” Others have
emphasized the affective bonds that develop
between the child and the community as the
mechanism that promotes acceptance and
internalization of community norms.*'°
Longitudinal research is needed to explore
these (and other) possible mechanisms
through which social context might moder-
ate relationships between risk and protective
factors and developmental outcomes.

The lack of significant effects of
poverty level on problem behaviors is also
interesting. Poverty has been found by some
investigators to be associated with increased
delinquency,'® but reported relationships
with drug use are inconsistent.' In the pres-
ent study, poverty level was not found to be
associated with either drug use or delin-
quency. However, it is important to remem-
ber that the effects of poverty were assessed
only at the school level in these analyses.
The absence of a contextual effect for pov-
erty does not imply that within-school varia-
tion between students in socio-economic sta-
tus is not associated with problem behaviors.

The absence of a student-level meas-
ure of socioeconomic status also points to a
limitation of the present analyses. To the
extent that socioeconomic differences
between students are associated with prob-
lem behaviors, there is misspecification in
the multilevel model examined here, result-
ing in a likelihood of some degree of
upward bias in the estimated school-level
effects. This should be kept in mind when
considering the findings.

The possible interactive contextual
influences of poverty and school sense of

community on development also merit
increased attention in future research. Cole-
man and Hoffer'” provided two scenarios of
how school sense of community might dif-
ferentially affect children whose back-
grounds differ in “social capital.”'® On the
one hand, attending a school that functions
as a community might amplify the advan-
tages conferred by a privileged social and
economic background. Alternatively, the
benefits of a supportive school environment
might counteract the effects of a deprived
background. Some previous research sug-
gests that attending a school with a func-
tional sense of community may confer the
greatest benefits on students from the most
deprived backgrounds.® However, the pres-
ent findings suggest that the reductions in
delinquency generally associated with an
increased sense of school as a community
did not hold among schools where most
students were poor. Clearly, more research
is needed to elucidate the joint and interac-
tive effects of different contextual influ-
ences on development.

An important limitation of the present
study is that the findings are based on cross-
sectional data. Clear evidence of causation
thus cannot be provided. Although we
believe that a school-effects explanation is
most likely, given theory and prior research,
we cannot rule out reciprocal influences of
problem behaviors on the school sense of
community. A direct test of the school-
context hypothesis must await longitudinal
analyses of subsequent waves of data from
these schools. The intervention designed to
increase school sense of community in half
of the participating schools, if effective, will
provide clearer evidence of causal influence.

In conclusion, the present findings
contribute to a small but growing body of
research on the importance of the social
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context of schools in general, and the sense
of school as a community in particular, to
developmental outcomes. Many important
issues and questions remain to be ad-
dressed, and we hope that this study will
help to focus greater attention on contextual
influences in future research. []
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