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Safety in Schools and Neighborhoods

Exposure to violent crime in childhood has potential long-run effects on students’
future earnings and hours worked. However, in the neighborhoods of students’ homes
and schools where crime occurs, there are other factors at play working against
students. This Economic Commentary discusses how violent crime and additional
factors related to education potentially affect educational progress and, by extension,
future labor force attachment. In school neighborhoods and residential neighborhoods
where a lot of violent crime takes place, school administrators and students report a

need for greater support from caregivers and from adults at school.
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Introduction

Research shows that exposure to violent crime has longer-run effects on individuals’ future earnings
and hours worked (Aliprantis et al., 2023). ' Some measures of violent crime in the United States, such
as those for homicide, remain elevated from their levels a decade ago (Federal Bureau of
Investigation, 2024), potentially putting additional pressure on students’ future attainment and
economic wellbeing (Sharkey et al., 2017; Schwartz et al., 2022; Casey et al., 2018). However, in the
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neighborhoods and school districts where violent crime is pervasive, other barriers are present that
likely further limit student success. Because of these attendant barriers, it is often difficult to isolate
the primary cause of negative outcomes that may be of interest to policymakers and others in pursuit
of methods to reduce harm.

This Economic Commentary focuses on exploring the relationship between violent crime in
neighborhoods of residence and in and around schools and other circumstances that potentially
affect educational progress and, by extension, future workforce attachment. | do this by discussing
perceptions of school administrators such as principals and of school-aged children ages 12 through
18 using data from the 2018 School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS) (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2020) and the 2022 School Crime Supplement from the National Crime
Victimization Survey (SCS) (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2024).2 » 3 Across surveys, both
administrators and students in high-crime areas report lower levels of support from caregivers and
adults within the school, in contrast to reports from administrators and students in low-crime areas.

Principals with Students in Higher-Crime Areas Cite Lower Levels
of Parental Input and Support

Elementary- and secondary-school principals surveyed in the SSOCS answered questions on a
range of issues related to their schools and students. In two separate questions, each principal is
asked to describe the level of crime in the neighborhood in which their school is located and the level
of crime in the neighborhoods where their students live. The details in this paper come from answers
to these two questions. # The allowed responses are “high,” “
In addition, principals can denote that their students come from “mixed” areas of crime, meaning
students come from various neighborhoods with differing levels of crime.

moderate,” and “low” for each question.

Figure 1illustrates the joint responses to the questions. “Low” indicates that the school is in a low-
crime area and the students live in low-crime areas. “Moderate” and “high” are similarly defined.
Conversely, the “varied” category shows when crime levels differ across school neighborhood and
their students’ neighborhoods and indicates that students are in proximity to crime either at home, at
school, or in both locations but at different levels. The first takeaway is that across the United States,
more than half of principals perceive their students to live and go to school in areas of low crime. The
second takeaway, however, is that more than 40 percent of principals report that their students are
potentially exposed to moderate or high levels of crime either where they live or go to school and that
approximately one of every 20 principals reports their students both live in and go to school in a high-
crime environment.
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Figure 1: Principals’ perceptions of combined school and neighborhood crime levels
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Source: NCES School Survey on Crime and Safety, 2017-18

MNote: Administrators were asked to describe the crime level in the areas in which their students live and their school is located.

In addition to being surveyed on perceived levels of crime, principals are also asked to describe the
ways in which they are limited in their efforts to reduce or prevent crime. It is unclear how each
principal understood the scope of the question—that is, either within the school, an environment
under their purview, suggesting the students are perpetrating at least some of the crime, or in the
neighborhood, an environment largely beyond their purview—but the question appears intentionally
broad. ®

Figure 2 displays estimates of the percentage of principals who feel their school’s efforts to reduce
crime are limited either by an external factor or a limitation within the school. The estimates derive
from the relative difference in responses between principals by crime environment. | use these
differences to extrapolate the share of the population of principals who would agree with the
question in each panel by the crime environments in which their schools are located. 6 Figure 2
demonstrates that principals in high-crime areas report lower levels of parent participation at open
houses or regularly scheduled parent-teacher conferences.
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Figure 2: Principals’ perceptions of school efforts to reduce or prevent crime and of parent participation
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Source: NCES School Survey on Crime and Safety, 2017—18; author’s calculations

Figure 2, panel 1shows the share of principals who agree that they are significantly limited in reducing
or preventing crime by the lack of support they receive from parents. Each bar within the panel
reflects a perceived level of crime in accordance with the responses shown in Figure 1.7 The
horizontal grey line shows the average of principals, regardless of crime environment, who agree that
lack of parent support prevents them from reducing crime. Overall, relatively few principals believe
parent support is a limiting factor, but there are stark differences by crime exposure. Aimost no
principals in perceived low-crime areas report a lack of parent support, whereas nearly one-quarter
of principals in perceived high-crime areas do.

Figure 2, panels 2 and 3 describe the share of principals who report that fewer than half of students
had at least one parent attend an open house (panel 2) or a parent-teacher conference (panel 3). The
averages in both columns indicate that principals believe that the lack of parent participation is
somewhat high regardless of neighborhood, but, once again, the differences between areas are
revealing in terms of principal perception. Nearly 70 percent of principals in high-crime areas report a
lack of participation for open houses, but only 45 percent of principals in low-crime areas do. For
parent-teacher conferences, slightly more than 75 percent of principals in high-crime areas report a
lack of participation, whereas only 50 percent of principals in low-crime areas do.
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These findings might suggest that many parents, especially in high-crime areas, potentially do not
know what is being taught in their children’s schools or, according to their children’s teachers, if their
children are, in fact, learning and retaining what is being taught. Bergman (2021) finds some evidence
for this view. In an experiment conducted in Los Angeles, California, he found that parents had
“‘upwardly biased” beliefs about their child’s effort, meaning they underestimated the number of
assignments their child missed. And this bias was negatively correlated with student performance.
However, when parents received additional information about their child’s progress, such as detailed
messages about missed coursework periodically throughout the grading period, parents were 53
percent more likely to attend a parent-teacher conference in the future.

Figure 2, panel 4 reports lack of funds as a limiting factor. Money is an important channel to mitigate
crime and improve labor force prospects because funding has been shown to increase education
and human capital, and increased education and human capital raises earnings and the opportunity
costs of committing crime, especially violent crime (Atems and Blankenau, 2021; Rothstein and
Schanzenbach, 2022). In the short term, improved funding for safety measures within the
neighborhood of the school may also improve students’ sense of security in getting to school and
while at school.

While principals in higher-crime areas do report lack of funds as a limitation more often than
principals in lower-crime areas, the differences between areas are smaller than all high- versus low-
crime differences for parent support and parent participation in Figure 2, panels 1through 3. However,
school district funding is set according to state-level formulas that do not include crime reduction as a
factor, so it is reasonable to suggest that certain administrators may continue to see this as a limiting
factor.

Figure 2, panel 5 reports as a limiting factor lack of alternative placement, that is, taking a student out
of a traditional classroom environment, generally because of behavioral difficulty, and placing that
student into a different classroom, program, or school that is better able to accommodate the
student’s needs. Lack of alternative placement is less of a problem for principals in lower-crime areas,
where principals were half as likely to report this as a problem relative to principals in higher-crime
areas. The reporting differences by crime level may be related to problems placing special education
students in appropriate programs, an occurrence which was frequently cited as a limitation, or that
high-crime environments increase the likelihood of behavioral difficulties, though other challenges of
high-crime environments may dominate.

Students in Higher-Crime Areas Report Lower Levels of Support
from Adults at School



Similar to principals, adolescents (12 to 18 years old) surveyed in the SCS are asked their opinions on
neighborhood and school-area safety and how safety in these places relates to their schooling
experience. Students were asked to agree or disagree with questions asking if the neighborhood
around their school or the neighborhood where they live had a lot of crime. About one in 25 children
reported living in areas with a lot of crime and going to school in areas with a lot of crime, reports
which align with what principals reported in the “high” category in Figure 1.8 In addition to being
asked the two questions about crime, children were also surveyed on their perceptions of treatment
at school, their feelings about school, and their academic progress and plans. Responses available
were “strongly agree,” “
3, “strongly agree” and “agree” are recorded as one, and “disagree” and “strongly disagree” are
recorded as zero.

agree,” “disagree,” and “strongly disagree.” For the analysis illustrated in Figure

Figure 3: Students’ perceptions of school
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Source: NCES School Survey on Crime and Safety, 2017—18; author’s calculations

Figure 3 reports results from a regression of students’ schooling experiences on students’
perceptions of crime in their neighborhoods and around the schools they attend, controlling for sex,
region, household income, race, and Hispanic ethnicity. 9

The purple bar in each panel of Figure 3 captures the difference in perception for students that live in
“‘unsafe neighborhoods,” that is, the students who agreed there is a “lot of crime” in their
neighborhoods, relative to the students who live in safer neighborhoods. Similarly, the yellow bar
captures the difference in perception for students who attend schools in unsafe areas, that is, the set
of students who agreed there is a “lot of crime” near their schools, relative to the students who did not
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believe there was a lot of crime near their schools. The sum of the bars represents the penalty for
students who both live in unsafe neighborhoods and go to schools in unsafe areas. At the top of each
panel, | report the percent of students in safer neighborhoods and safer schools that agreed to each
prompt, so the bars can be read as reductions from this percentage, except in the case of panel 3,
which shows increases.

Figure 3, panel 1reports differences in students’ perception as to whether teachers treat students
with respect. The short purple bar indicates that students living in safe and unsafe neighborhoods
had similar responses to this question. By contrast, students attending schools in high-crime
neighborhoods were 31 percentage points less likely to agree that teachers treated students
respectfully than students attending schools in low-crime neighborhoods.

Differences in treatment are further evidenced by the fact that students attending unsafe schools
were 32 percentage points less likely to report feeling the rules they were subject to were fair, as
displayed in Figure 3, panel 2. This could be related to students’ beliefs that punishments are not
meted equally, that rules are or are not being strictly enforced, or uncertainty related to the
punishment that follows rule breaking. While not shown in the figure, students attending unsafe
schools were consistently more likely to believe these statements were true. The differencesin
opinions by crime-level may create a drag on achievement in high-crime areas—and as a
consequence, affect the future opportunities afforded to some students when in the labor market—a
situation which has been demonstrated by Pearman Il et al. (2019) in the case of discipline gaps.

Figure 3, panel 3 reports that students in unsafe schools were 33 percentage points more likely to
report being distracted by other students’ misbehavior. Overall, 42 percent of students report being
distracted by misbehavior, a figure suggesting this problem extends beyond high-crime areas.

Figure 3, panel 4 reports students’ responses to whether they mostly earned As or Bs during the
school year in which they were surveyed, and Figure 3, panel 5 reports whether students agreed they
had plans for school beyond high school, such as going to college, technical school, or vocational
school. In comparison to students in safer schools and safer residential neighborhoods, more
students living in high-crime neighborhoods and going to schools in high-crime neighborhoods
reported receiving Cs or lower in the survey year and did not intend to go to school beyond high
school. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2024) data show labor force attachment and the likelihood of being
employed increase with education, so a potential implication is that student beliefs, related to their
plans in particular, may be working to lower their labor force prospects.

Conclusion



This Economic Commentary highlights that high-crime residential and school neighborhoods
present challenging environments for students. Principals in high-crime areas report lower parental
involvement. Students in high-crime areas were less likely than students in safer areas to report that
teachers treated students with respect or that the rules were fair, and they also reported a lower
probability of attending additional schooling after high school.
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Endnotes

1.

It remains a challenge to identify the impact from all or nonviolent crime because not all crime is reported to law
enforcement agencies, and in cases where nonviolent crime occurs concurrently with violent crime, only the
violent crime is reported. Returnto 1

While the public tends to perceive the level of crime is higher than it actually is, Hipp (2013) has shown the actual
violent crime rate is the strongest predictor of perceived crime. Return to 2

The public-use data for the 2019-2020 SSOCS was released in November 2024. The survey removes two
questions related to parent participation important to the discussion. Conclusions drawn from questions that
remain between survey waves are unchanged. Results can be shared by the author by request. Return to 3

All questions, responses, and variable construction used in the analysis are listed in the appendix for
convenience. Returnto 4

For other questions, principals were explicitly asked to only consider activities “at their school,” but this was not
part of the language for the question considered here. Returnto 5

The differences are relative because in the regression from which Figure 2 is derived, | control for school level,
enrollment size, and type of locale. The prediction is then recovered by setting the control variables at “city” for
locale, “high school” for school level, and “600-999” for enroliment size. | chose these to reflect where crime
occurrence is most likely to happen, the age and student group for whom it is most salient, and the school size
most prevalent in the data. Return to 6

Given that estimation reflects only responses from a subset of principals, there is uncertainty induced from the
sampling procedure. | omit the estimates that reflect this uncertainty; they do not change the qualitative
conclusions. Returnto 7

The exact number was 4.2 percent, per author’s calculations. Return to 8

Students who refused to answer a question, comprising 9 percent of the initial sample, were excluded from the
exercise to achieve comparability across panels. In cases in which students in high-crime environments are
negatively impacted—that is, the sign of the true impact of high-crime environments is less than zero—the
results will be biased toward zero if students in high-crime areas are more likely to refuse to answer a question
and report negative sentiment. While we cannot know how non-respondents would have answered, studentsin
high-crime areas were overrepresented in the share of non-respondents. Return to 9
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