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ABSTRACT 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF DEVIANT BEHAVIOR IN ADOLESCENTS: 

THE INFLUENCE OF STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS AND SCHOOL CLIMATE 

Jessica Damron-Bell 

November 3, 2011 

This dissertation is an investigation of the influence of individual characteristics 

and school climate on the participation in deviant behaviors. The literature review 

provides a review of adolescent development and theories that guide the understanding of 

the different social and environmental factors that influence an adolescent's participation 

in deviant behavior. Additionally, the impact of adolescent participation in deviant 

behavior will be reviewed. 

Using data gathered from Middle and High School students who completed 

surveys administered by a large, Midwestern, urban school district, the influence of 

gender, ethnicity, age, school level free/reduced lunch status, school level performance 

on standardized testing, and school level perception of school climate on the participation 

in risky behaviors were examined. For the purpose ofthis study, 2 different samples 

were used. The first sample included 15,299 Middle School students and16,390 High 

School students. For the second sample, the student reported data was aggregated to the 

school level representing each of 42 schools. One multiple regression was used to 

examine the extent to which student level data of gender, ethnicity, and age predicted 

student participation in risky behaviors. Another multiple regression examined the extent 
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to which student data aggregated to the school level of school level status (middle or high 

school), school level perception of school climate, school performance on standardized 

testing, and free/reduced lunch status predicted students' self report of risky behaviors. 

Results reflected that gender, ethnicity, and age were significant predictors of 

participation in risky behaviors such that males more frequently participated in risky 

behaviors than females, whites more frequently participated in risky behaviors than racial 

and ethnic minorities, and older students more frequently participated in risky behaviors 

than younger students. Regarding results at the school level, student data aggregated to 

the school level of school level status (middle or high school), school level perception of 

school climate, school performance on standardized testing, and free/reduced lunch status 

predicted students' self report of risky behaviors, these results were mixed. School level 

status was shown to be the only significant predictor of participation in risky behaviors. 

However, because of high correlations between the free/reduced lunch status and 

standardized test scores variables a second set of analyses was conducted in which 

standardized test scores were removed. This regression equation reflected that school 

level status and school climate were significant predictors of participation in risky 

behaviors. These results are consistent with prior research. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which the student 

characteristics of age, gender, socioeconomic status, student performance in school, and 

ethnicity, as well as student perceptions of school climate contribute to the participation 

in risky behaviors. The goal of this dissertation was to build upon existing literature 

linking student characteristics (i.e., age, gender, socioeconomic status, student 

performance in school, and ethnicity) as well as student perceptions of school climate to 

adolescent participation in risky behaviors. 

Adolescence has been described as a time of storm and stress to illustrate that it is 

a particularly difficult period for the adolescent as well as for those around them. This 

difficulty has been shown in various areas of the adolescent's life. For example, 

adolescents begin to resist adult authority and show more rebellion at this time. They 

also begin to exhibit more volatile emotions than they did as children and an increase in 

mood swings. Of great concern, adolescents have higher rates of reckless, norm­

breaking, and antisocial behavior than either children or adults (Arnett, 1999). 

The transition to adolescence presents a variety of changes pertaining to one's 

cognitive, physical, and social development. With these changes the adolescent begins to 

make important decisions that have the potential for substantial impact on the 

adolescent's life (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). As the potential for engagement in 
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behaviors defined as deviant, delinquent, and/or risky increase, the adolescent also has an 

increase in the severity of consequences for the choices made (Hirschi, 2002). 

Because the participation in deviant behaviors (behaviors that are considered to be 

unacceptable and often illegal such as the use of alcohol and other drugs and engagement 

in risky driving) can hold severe consequences for the adolescent and because these 

behaviors have important implications for society, it is necessary to understand what 

contributes to and what potentially mediates the decisions to participate in deviant 

behavior. 

There are number of individual characteristics that have been shown to contribute 

to differences among adolescents in regards to their participation in deviant behavior. 

These individual characteristics include age, gender, socioeconomic status, student 

performance in school, and ethnicity. There have also been many hypotheses as to what 

contributes to an adolescent's engagement in deviant behavior. The most common 

hypotheses focus on the social and environmental factors such as family, peers, school, 

community, and cultural belief systems that contribute to participation in deviant 

behavior (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). 

Several theorists have presented models to help explain the social and 

environmental factors that contribute to the development of deviant behavior. The 

theories of ecology of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social learning 

(Akers, Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Bandura, 1977), and social control 

(Hirschi, 1969) are particularly relevant in the examination of the participation in deviant 

behavior in adolescence. These models give a conceptual framework for a better 

understanding of how individual characteristics, as well as, social and environmental 
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aspects such as family, peers, schools, and communities contribute to the decisions an 

adolescent makes regarding participation in deviant behavior. 

Bronfenbrenner's theory of the ecology of human development explains how 

different contexts contribute to the development of an adolescent (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

His model focuses on the interaction of an individual with his or her environment, as well 

as, on the settings within which development occurs and the interactions of the individual 

within and across those settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). An individual's settings start 

with the most immediate setting (family) and expand to include the influences of the 

individual's culture. 

Social learning theory (Akers, 1977; Bandura, 1977) focuses on exposure to role 

models behavior and suggests that behavior is directly determined by specific 

environmental influences. Bandura (1982, 1986) further developed the model to include 

the constructs of outcome expectations and self-efficacy. Outcome expectations are the 

individual's beliefs about the consequences of engaging in the observed behavior of the 

role model. The role model also helps shape the individual's self efficacy in that if the 

individual observes the role model perform and succeed at the behavior this increases the 

individual's confidence in performing the behavior (Flay, Hu, Siddiqui, Day, Hedeker, 

Petraitis, Richardson, & Sussman, 1994). 

The last model that will be discussed in this dissertation is Hirschi's Social 

Control Theory (1969). Hirschi suggests that deviance has the opportunity to manifest 

when the bond between an individual and society is weakened. He further asserts that the 

potential for delinquency is present in every individual and the individual who does not 

commit delinquent acts was somehow prevented from doing so. Hirschi proposes that an 
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individual's ability to refrain from engaging in a delinquent act has been encouraged by 

training and is maintained by the individual's connection to other people (peers, family) 

and institutions (schools) (Hirschi, 2002). To further distinguish between the individual 

who chooses to participate in the delinquent act and the individual who does not, he 

proposes that the individual who chooses not to participate can better control his or her 

natural motives (Hirschi, 2002). 

As illustrated in the aforementioned theories, there are individual characteristics 

that are suggested to influence the choice to participate in or refrain from deviant 

behavior. For the purpose of this study, the characteristics of age, gender, socioeconomic 

status, student performance in school, and ethnicity are examined. Additionally, social 

contexts and their contribution to an individual's participation in deviant behavior are 

examined. Specifically, the influences ofan individual's school climate, sense of 

belonging to school and peer relationships are explored. 

Schools are often viewed as an important context for the development of 

adolescent behavior because adolescents spend much of their time in school. School 

climate is an aspect of the school context that includes the attitudes, beliefs, values, and 

norms that underlie the operation of a school (LaRusso, Romer, & Selman, 2008). A 

student's sense of belonging is a salient part of the overarching construct of school 

climate and specifically refers to the extent to which a student feels personally accepted, 

included, and supported in the school (Ma, 2003). 

An individual's relationship with his or her peers also has the potential for 

significant influence. As adolescents begin to focus their attention on relationships 

outside of the family during early adolescence they begin to rely more on peers as 
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influences and less on their parents (LaRusso, Romer, & Selmer, 2008). On average, 

adolescents spend approximately 50% of their time with their peers and 20% with their 

parents. Therefore it is important that there is understanding of how an adolescent's 

peers negatively and positively impact the adolescent's decision-making. It has been 

suggested that positive social relationships among students have the potential to influence 

school climate and further that the interaction of school structure and peer influence can 

interact to affect students' sense of belonging to school (Stockard & Mayberry, 1992, 

Kester, 1994). In regards to the negative impact of peer relationships, it is also purported 

that adolescent's use of alcohol and drugs is done in the company of their peers (Zimring, 

1998; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). 

The discrepancy between those individuals participating in and refraining from 

deviant behavior can be attributed to a number of factors. This study further explores 

those factors and takes a closer look at what helps to prevent individuals from 

participating in deviant behaviors. 

The hypotheses of this study are as follows. The first hypothesis addresses data 

gathered at the student level: gender, ethnicity, and age, will be significant predictors of 

students' self report of risky behavior such that males, Caucasians, and older adolescents 

will show greater self-reported participation in risky behavior. 

The second hypothesis addresses student data aggregated to the school level. 

Hypothesis number two predicts that age (middle vs. high school), free/reduced lunch 

status, school performance on standardized testing, and school-level perception of school 

climate will be significant predictors of students' self report of risky behaviors. 

Specifically, student bodies in high schools, schools with majority free/reduced lunch 
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status, schools with lower scores on standardized testing, and schools in which students 

report holding less positive perceptions of school climate will show greater student 

participation in risky behaviors. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter presents a review of the literature of adolescent development as it 

relates to participation in deviant, delinquent, and/or risky behavior. In this chapter the 

term deviant behavior includes but is not limited to risky driving and substance use. 

Multiple theorists have attempted to explain the various factors, social and 

environmental, that contribute to the development of deviant behavior. The theories of 

ecology of human development, (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social learning (Akers, Krohn, 

Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979, Bandura, 1977), and social control (Hirschi, 1969), 

are used in this chapter to examine the development of deviant behavior in adolescence. 

Each theory provides a context for our understanding of how individual characteristics 

(i.e., age, gender, socioeconomic status, student performance, and ethnicity) interact with 

an individual's environment (schools, community, peers, and families) to contribute to 

the development of deviant behavior. This chapter will also provide a brief discussion of 

mediating factors which buffer or decrease risk of participation in deviant behavior. 

Finally, this chapter will provide a brief description ofthe immediate and long-term 

effects of engagement in risky/deviant behaviors on an adolescent. 

Adolescent Development 

The beginning of adolescence marks a difficult transition in which the adolescent 

may be particularly vulnerable to environmental influences promoting participation in 
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deviant behavior. In this document, deviant behavior is used to describe a number of 

behaviors in adolescence that are considered to be unacceptable and sometimes illegal 

(delinquent behaviors). For the purpose of this study substance use and risky driving 

behaviors will be examined. 

The tendency of delinquency to increase rapidly in early adolescence is clearly 

established (Arnett, 1999; Hirschi, 2002). Adolescents engage in risky behavior more 

frequently than adults (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). Furthermore, adolescents experience the 

negative consequences of the delinquent behavior at a higher degree than adults (Harris, 

Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). Adolescence delinquency increases from early to mid­

adolescence and declines sharply by late adolescence (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). 

Adolescence is a time in which an individual experiences physical and cognitive 

change and begins to make important decisions (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). 

These growing demands on decision-making have important implications for the 

engagement in risky behaviors. Clearly, adolescence is a time of choices. With these 

choices adolescents gain autonomy, assume responsibility, and face serious consequences 

regarding the decisions they make. For example, choices regarding the use of illegal 

substances and participation in risky driving behavior can have significant implications. 

There have been many hypotheses as to why adolescents engage in risk taking 

behaviors. Some hypothesize that adolescents engage in deviant behaviors to 

demonstrate maturity or mark the transition to adulthood (Jessor, 1987). Others postulate 

that the behavior results from heightened egocentrism and a desire for sensation seeking 

(Elkind, 1985). However, most believe that deviant behavior is a result of social and 

environmental factors such as family, peers, school, community, and cultural belief 
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systems (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). Adolescents interact at the same time in 

several social systems - such as family, peer, and neighborhood systems - that can 

serve to either restrain or promote individual behaviors. 

Several theorists have attempted to explain the various factors, social and 

environmental, that contribute to the development of deviant behavior. In this chapter, 

the theories of ecology of human development, (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social learning 

(Akers, Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Bandura, 1977), and social control 

(Hirschi, 1969) are used to examine the development of deviant behavior in adolescence. 

These models give a framework to understand the influences of numerous contexts (e.g., 

parents, peers, community, and school) on an adolescent's risk taking behavior. 

Bronfenbrenner's Model of the Ecology of Human Development. 

Bronfenfrenner's theory of the ecology of human development provides the 

overarching conceptual framework to understand how different contexts contribute to the 

development of an adolescent. Bronfenbrenner (1979) asserted that human development 

was a product of the interaction of the individual with the environment. His model 

focuses on the settings within which development occurs and the interactions of the 

individual within and across those settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). The model integrates 

the various components that contribute to development, including the individual, the 

environment, and the dynamics of interactions that affect the individual within the 

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Bronfenbrenner's model assumes three postulates: (a) the developing person is a 

dynamic entity that engages and restructures his or her environment; (b) the environment 

is also developing and dynamic thus mutually engaging the individual requiring a 
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reciprocity of influence; and (c) the environment is not viewed as one static setting, but 

rather a system of interconnecting and interacting settings all relevant to the individual. 

Therefore, to make reference to adolescent development, it is necessary to understand 

each component of the systems affecting the adolescent. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) described four systems related to an individual's 

environment: micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems. The interrelations within an 

individual's immediate setting are referred to as the microsystem. A micorosystem is 

defined as a "pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the 

developing person in a given setting" (p. 22). An adolescent's micro system includes 

hislher family, school, and peer group. A meso system is an interaction of microsystems. 

The meso system is created through a linkage between two or more microsystems within 

which the individual directly participates, for example, processes in the family may 

intrude on relationships in the peer group. Exosystem refers to the environment that has 

an effect on an individual without being a direct part of their lives (e.g., neighborhoods). 

The final system is the macro system and it includes the "manifestation of overarching 

patterns of ideology and organization of the social institutions" (p. 24) that are common 

to the individual's culture. 

Bronfenbrenner's model provides a conceptual framework for the developing 

adolescent. However, social learning and social control theories help to identify causes 

of alcohol use and other problem behaviors in the social environment. Additionally, they 

are the dominant theoretical perspectives in research on adolescent alcohol and other 

substance use (Petraitis, Flay, & Miller, 1995). 
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Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theory emphasizes exposure to role models' behavior and social 

control theory focuses on the constraining function of social bonds. Social learning 

theory (Akers, 1977; Bandura, 1977) suggests that behavior is directly determined by 

specific environmental influences. According to this model, behaviors, such as alcohol 

use, are learned through the observation of others engaged in a behavior and subsequent 

modeling of the behavior. 

Bandura modified the classic social learning theory of Akers (1977) by including 

other mediating constructs, such as outcome expectations and self-efficacy (Bandura 

1982, 1986). Outcome expectations are the adolescent's beliefs about the likely social, 

personal, and physiological consequences of drug use. Bandura added to the theory then 

that observing role models who use drugs will not only directly affect adolescents' own 

drug behavior, but will also shape adolescents' outcome expectations. Bandura 

postulated that if an adolescent perceives that there was a positive outcome when the role 

model engaged in the behavior, the adolescent will be more likely to engage in the 

behavior himself. 

Additionally, role models help shape the adolescent's self-efficacy, that is, the 

confidence (or lack of confidence) in one's ability to do something or to learn something 

new. Seeing others (especially if they are similar to oneself) perform and succeed 

increases the observer's confidence in trying the task. For example, when an adolescent 

observes his peers purchase and inhale cigarettes it provides him with the necessary 

knowledge and skills to obtain and use tobacco (use self-efficacy) (Flay, Hu, Siddiqui, 

Day, Hedeker, Petraitis, Richardson, & Sussman, 1994). 

11 



It is important to note that while social learning theory emphasizes social contacts 

with others, the direct influences of parents and peers are considered the primary social 

factors (Kobus, 2003). Adolescents are viewed as being most likely to imitate the 

behavior of those with whom they have the greatest amount of contact. 

Hirschi's Social Control Theory. 

Hirschi's Social Control Theory (2002) highlights the development of 

delinquency in an individual. His theory asserts that deviance has the opportunity to 

manifest when the bond between an individual and society is weakened. Hirschi gave a 

definition of delinquent acts which is comprised of four parts. He proposed that 

delinquent acts are (1) contrary to the wishes and expectations of other people; (2) they 

involve the risk of punishment; (3) they take time and energy; and (4) they are contrary to 

conventional moral belief. Given that these are the components of a delinquent act, 

Hirschi (2002) therefore asserts that those individuals most likely to engage in delinquent 

acts are (1) least likely to be concerned about the wishes and expectations of others; (2) 

least likely to be concerned about the risk of punishment; (3) most likely to have the time 

and energy to perform the act; and (4) least likely to accept conventional moral belief. 

Hirschi's theory assumes that the individual performing the delinquent act is 

"relatively free of the intimate attachments, the aspirations, and the moral beliefs that 

bind most people to a life within the law" (Hirschi, 1969; p.112). Furthermore it assumes 

that the potential for delinquency is present in every individual and those who do not 

commit delinquent acts were somehow prevented from doing so. Given this, it is 

therefore presented that an individual's decision to refrain from the participation in 

delinquent behavior has been substantiated by training and is maintained by an 
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individual's connection to other people (peers, family) and institutions (schools) (Hirschi, 

2002). 

Hirschi goes on to make a further distinction between the individual who chooses 

to participate in delinquent acts and the individual who does not. He proposes that the 

difference between a delinquent and nondelinquent is the extent to which the individual 

can control his or her natural motives. Control theories therefore focus on those factors 

that help to prevent a delinquent act from occurring as well as those factors that give an 

individual more opportunity for the delinquent act to manifest. For example, factors such 

as poverty and learning disabilities have traditionally been viewed as causes of 

delinquency. Within the context of social learning theory, the relationship of the factors 

to the act is not seen as causal. They are instead seen as factors that "weaken the 

conscience or reduce the effectiveness of controlling institutions" (Hirschi, 2002, p.lll). 

Thus, poverty does not demand that an individual commit a delinquent act; instead 

poverty affects the likelihood that the individual will be exposed to and give in to 

temptation to commit the act. Given this, the individual from a "better" neighborhood, 

with positive peer influence will be less likely to be exposed to temptation to commit the 

delinquent act. Hirschi goes on to further propose several predictors of delinquency 

within an individual. 

"Perhaps the best predictor of delinquency in American society is difficulty in 

school" (Hirschi, 2002, p. 114). Individuals who do poorly in school are more likely than 

those who do well to end up in trouble with the law. From a control perspective, this can 

be explained in several ways. The bonds that one creates within the school have a 

significant impact on the adolescent's behavior. It is therefore suggested that the student 
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who is working hard to attain the grades required to pursue a career as a doctor or lawyer 

will not want to risk his or her investment by engaging in delinquent acts. However, the 

student with low grades who is not pursuing the same goals does not have the same 

investment. His or her behavior during his school years has little impact on what he or 

she will end up doing after school. He or she therefore has no stake in conforming to the 

rules, has formed no bonds, and is therefore more likely to engage in delinquent acts 

because he or she has less to lose (Hirschi, 2002). 

Hirschi further connected delinquency to age. This is an important factor to 

include as there is a tendency for delinquency to increase rapidly in adolescence (Hirschi, 

2002). Hirschi (2002) argued that this increase in delinquency appears to be a function of 

the increasing responsibility given to and required of the adolescent at the time. By law, 

for example, a 14-year-old child will not be able to go unpunished for several of the 

things that will go unpunished in a 7-year-old child. For example, a 7-year-old who takes 

something from the store will not be held to the same level of accountability as the 14-

year-old who takes something from a store. As the child becomes more accountable to 

the law, he becomes less accountable to adults in general. It is therefore asserted that 

delinquent behavior is most likely to occur at the point in which there is less tolerance for 

the individual's behavior by the law and increasingly less adult supervision - adolescence 

(Hirschi, 2002). Age, like difficulty in school, has a direct relationship with decreased 

accountability and the degree to which an adolescent is bonded to the societal institution. 

The following section will further explore the individual characteristics of the 

adolescent and how they relate to development of, and participation in deviant behavior. 
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For the purpose of this study, the following characteristics will be discussed: Age, 

Gender, Socioeconomic Status, Student Performance in School, and Ethnicity. 

Student Characteristics & Deviant Behavior 

Research suggests that adolescent engagement in deviant behavior is linked to a 

number of individual characteristics. This section will be used to examine the following 

characteristics of age, gender, socioeconomic status, student performance in school, and 

ethnicity as they relate to adolescent engagement in deviant behavior. 

Age 

There is evidence that adolescents are more likely than children or young adults to 

engage in developmentally problematic behaviors (Farrington, 1986; Loeber & Hay, 

1997). Traditionally, developmental models have characterized adolescence as a period 

of increased risk taking (Arnett, 1999; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Research shows that 

during adolescence there are increased incidences of norm-breaking behavior, substance 

abuse, and risky sexual behavior (Arnett, 1992). Additionally, studies that have compared 

late adolescent problem drinkers with nonproblem drinkers and abstainers have found 

that problem drinkers exhibited more externalizing behaviors, such as truancy and 

delinquent behaviors (Verdurmen, Monshouwer, Van Dorsselar, TerBogt, & Vollebergh, 

2005; Best, Manning, Gossop, Gross, & Strong, 2006). Prevalence patterns of delinquent 

behavior suggest that delinquent behavior is not as common in early adolescence (11-14), 

develops to almost universal prevalence during midadolescence (15-18), peaks during 

mid to late adolescent years (18-20), and decreases continuously after late adolescence 

(Arnett, 1999). 
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Older adolescents report lower perceptions of risk than those who are younger 

(Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). Some have postulated that, in adolescence, executive 

processes are still developing so that impulse control, foresight and other self-regulatory 

capacities are immature and therefore unable to modify thrill or reward-seeking behaviors 

(Steinberg, 2004; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). 

Gender 

Regarding gender, differences appear in patterns of participation in deviant 

behavior such as substance use. In fact, it has been suggested by the criminologist 

Sutherland (Sutherland & Cressey, 1966) that being male is the single best demographic 

predictor of criminal behavior, a finding that is still argued to present day (Dornbusch, 

Erickson, Laird, & Wong, 2001). It is suggested that boys involve themselves in more 

risk-taking behaviors than girls (Pardini, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2005). In fact, 

males in all age groups are more likely to engage in most types of risky behavior than 

females (Zuckerman, 2007). Boys' beliefs about the acceptability of delinquent acts 

change significantly during adolescence, such that boys are more likely to endorse beliefs 

favoring delinquency during adolescence (Zhang, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1997), 

and this increase in delinquent beliefs predicts subsequent escalations in antisocial and 

aggressive behavior (Pardini, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2005). Furthermore, beliefs 

favoring delinquency predict subsequent increases in delinquent behavior during early 

and middle adolescence (Zhang, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1997). 

Gender was also among the strongest predictors of both late adolescent alcohol 

use, with males more likely to engage in this type of behavior (Duncan, Duncan, 

Strycker, & Chaneton, 2002). The research has shown higher rates of alcohol and tobacco 
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use among male youths aged 12-17 (SAMSHA, National Survey of alcohol and drug use, 

2002-2007). Adolescent boys have higher rates of use of alcohol, frequency of use, and 

binge drinking than adolescent girls (Johnston, O'Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 

2004). Dowdell (2006) also reported higher levels of alcohol use among boys than girls. 

Boys are more likely to endorse beliefs favoring delinquency during adolescence (Zhang, 

Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1997). 

Historically, researchers have hypothesized that an antisocial behavior is more 

consistent with behavior considered appropriate for boys and inconsistent with behavior 

considered appropriate for girls (Heimer, 1996). Consequently, such behaviors may be 

reinforced by boys in the peer group (Heimer, 1996). Additionally, research suggests that 

mothers tolerate and sometimes encourage risky behavior to a greater extent in their sons 

than their daughters in playground situations both when they are teaching the child a new 

skill and also in free play sessions (Morrongiello & Dawber, 2000). Although the 

differences in the encouragement may be a response to biological traits in boys and girls, 

the attitudes and behaviors of those who encourage risk behavior in boys but not girls 

may be internalized by children, in tum shaping future behavior (Bussey & Bandura, 

1999). 

Socioeconomic Status 

Low socioeconomic status puts adolescents at increased risk of engaging in risk­

taking behaviors (Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009). In fact, results from a study 

involving young adolescent students show that those students from lower income families 

are more likely to engage in risky behavior (Rudasill, Reio, Kosine, and Taylor, 2010) 
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Youth from low-income families experience higher rates of poor physical and mental 

health, are more likely to engage in delinquent acts, have early and unprotected sexual 

intercourse, and are more likely to experience adolescent pregnancy, be arrested, and 

drop out of school (Harris, Duncan, & Boisjoly, 2002). Furthermore, adolescents in 

welfare-dependent families exhibit the worst physical and mental health, and tend to 

engage in earlier onset of sexual activity and greater violence (Harris, Duncan, & 

Boisjoly, 2002). 

Families with lower incomes often live in neighborhoods where crime rates and 

poverty are higher, community resources are minimal, and the children are subjected to 

low-quality schools (Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009). Furthermore, economic stress 

reduces parents' abilities to be supportive and nurturing of children (McLoyd, 1990). 

Anderson (1999) suggested that the high prevalence rates of delinquent behavior may 

influence adolescents' perception that this type of behavior is normative. The 

perceptions, by adolescents, regarding the prevalence of engagement in delinquent 

behaviors are important because adolescents who overestimate the amount of substance 

use and cigarette smoking are more likely to engage in such behaviors (Cook, Buehler & 

Henson, 2009). 

Student Performance in School 

Differences in an adolescents' participation in delinquent behaviors have been 

related to their performance in school. Individuals who perform better in school will 

show fewer delinquent behaviors (Bryant & Zimmerman, 2002). Bryant and 

Zimmerman (2002) postulate that adolescents who do well in school and see value in 

schooling are less likely to increase their use of substances over time compared with 
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individuals who are seemingly less concerned with their performance (Bryant & 

Zimmerman, 2002). Adolescents who report that they go to school because they enjoy it 

and value their experiences and have expectations for continuing their education are 

likely to avoid choices that jeopardize their chances for success in school (Bryant & 

Zimmerman, 2002). 

Data suggest a strong relationship between substance use and performance at 

school (including attendance, grades, and graduation) (Godley, 2006). In fact, academic 

performance is one of the strongest and most consistent correlates of delinquency (Felson 

& Staff, 2006). For example, data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health 

(2004) among the general population of 12-17 year olds in the United States revealed a 

relationship between substance use and grades in that low grades are correlated with 

more frequent substance use. Hirschi (1969) suggested that the relationship between 

academic performance and overall delinquency is mediated by student bonding to family 

and school. Thus, a third variable could influence both delinquency (including substance 

use) and academic performance. 

Ethnicity 

Several studies have documented differences in the participation in deviant 

behavior among different groups of adolescents (Blum, Beuhring, Shew, Bearinger, 

Sieving, & Resnick, 2000; Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009). For example, there are 

numerous studies on adolescent risk behaviors that note significant differences among 

racial/ethnic groups (Blum et aI., 2000). 

A study conducted by Blum et al. (2000) examined contributions of 

race/ethnicity, income, and family structure to adolescent cigarette smoking, alcohol use, 
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involvement with violence, suicidal thoughts or attempts, and sexual intercourse. This 

analysis confirms previous findings indicating higher rates of cigarette and alcohol use 

among Caucasian adolescents. Caucasian youths were between 1.5 and 2.5 times more 

likely to have smoked cigarettes in the past month than their African-American or 

Hispanic peers. Data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (1997) also 

showed the same pattern of racial differences, despite the rising prevalence of cigarette 

smoking among adolescents in general and African-American youths in particular. 

As is illustrated in the theories of the ecology of human development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and social control theory (Hirschi, 2002) there are a number of 

individual characteristics that interact with social and environmental factors to influence 

the development of deviant behaviors. The previous paragraphs have examined the 

student characteristics and how they relate to an individual's participation in deviant 

behavior and the following paragraphs will serve to examine the potential social and 

environmental influences on an individual's choice to participate in deviant behavior. 

Influences on Development of Deviant Behavior 

As illustrated previously, the concepts of the ecology of human development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), socialleaming theory (Akers, 1977; Bandura, 1982) and social 

control theory (Hirschi, 2002) can be applied to better understand the development of 

deviant behaviors in adolescence. Ennett et al. (2008) further illustrate how these 

theories can be used and identify social contexts that contribute to development of the 

risky behaviors in adolescents. 

Ennett et al. (2008) identified four social contexts (which model Bronfenbrenner's 

concepts ofthe ecology of human development) that are potentially relevant to the 
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development of adolescent alcohol misuses: (1) Family; (2) Peers; (3) School 

(micro system); and (4) Neighborhood (exosystem). Modeling of alcohol use by others in 

the adolescent's environment is measured as the central construct from social learning 

theory. In terms of social control theory, closeness to others, social regulation, and stress 

are measured as indicators of social bonds relevant to constraining deviant behaviors. 

Ennett et al. (2008) further described examples of how the social control variables, such 

as closeness to others, relate to the social contexts. For example, within the family 

context closeness is defined as parent-child closeness, in the peer context, feelings of 

closeness among mutual friends, in the school context, overall level of school bonding 

among all students. Voisin and Neilands (2010) illustrates how the relationships between 

school climate variables, such as school bonding, and risky behaviors can be partly 

accounted for by social control theory (Hirschi, 1969). This theory is grounded in the 

bonds an adolescent has to conventional society and illustrates how these conventional 

elements are partly represented by pro social agents such as schools and teachers. 

Weakened ties to these agents increase the probability of being recruited by, or attracted 

to, peers who endorse risky behaviors (Voisin & Neilands, 2010). Furthermore, 

adolescents who believe that they are receiving high levels of support in school and feel 

that they are connected to teachers are less likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors 

compared with peers reporting less school support or teacher connectedness (Voisin & 

Neilands, 20 I 0). Again, control theory (Hirschi, 1969) is applicable to explaining the 

relationship between the school and teacher connectedness and risky sexual behaviors. 

F or the purpose of this study the social contexts of school and peers as they contribute to 

development of risky behavior in adolescence will be further evaluated. 
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School Climate 

Schools are frequently viewed as an important context for the development of 

adolescent behaviors because adolescents spend much of their time in school. One aspect 

ofthe school context that can have significant impact on a student's behaviors is the 

perceptions and feelings regarding the school social environment. There have been a 

number of terms, such as school climate, school connectedness, and school bonding, used 

to describe these perceptions and feelings (Libbey, 2004; Maddox & Prinz 2003). The 

literature states that "school climate" includes students' perceptions of interpersonal and 

procedural dimensions of school life. School climate is a combination of the attitudes, 

beliefs, values, and norms that underlie the operation of a school. School climate is 

motivated by how the adults in a school model and enforce these attitudes, beliefs, 

values, and norms. In schools with a positive school climate the adults model behaviors 

that engender a sense of belonging such as learning student names and calling them by 

their names. Adults showing a genuine concern for students and who consistently use 

positive reinforcement as well as respond to negative behaviors in a respectful manner 

also strengthen the climate (LaRusso, Romer, & Selman, 2008). 

As stated previously, a positive school climate is one in which the adults in the 

school model behaviors that engender a sense of belonging. A student's quality of 

relationship with his or her teacher therefore has the potential to contribute to a positive 

or negative experience for the student and influence potential outcomes (Baker, 2006; 

Hamre & Pianta, 2001; and Roeser et aI., 1996). Positive teacher---child relationships 

provide children with the positive support necessary to engage in learning activities and 

navigate a variety of competencies needed in the school environment (Pianta, 1999). 
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Positive student-teacher relationships have been linked to children's successful 

adjustment to school, academic achievement, and school liking (Birch & Ladd, 1997). On 

the other hand, negative student-teacher relationships in elementary school produce such 

outcomes as low academic achievement and low school connectedness (Birch & Ladd, 

1997). 

As adolescents transition to middle school they typically report a decrease in their 

connectedness with teachers (Voisin & Neiland, 2010); however, the quality of the 

student-teacher relationship continues to be an important factor for positive student 

outcomes. Specifically, the literature suggests that adolescents' positive relationships with 

teachers are connected to a range of healthy outcomes, such as prosocial behavior, 

engagement in school, and belongingness to school (Wentzel, 2002). In addition, Wentzel 

(2002) found teacher behaviors indicative of negative student-teacher relationships (i.e., 

negative feedback) are related to students' irresponsible behavior. This evidence suggests 

that students who are engaged positive relationships with teachers are more likely to 

behave prosociallY and, therefore, are less likely to engage in maladaptive, risky 

behavior. 

While research examining the link between student-teacher relationship and 

participation in risky behavior is limited, some studies have shown that students' 

perceptions of connectedness with teachers are associated with their risky behavior 

(Olsson et aI., 2008; Voisin & Neiland, 2010). For example in a study examining a 

sample of adolescent females in detention centers, Voisin et aI., 2006 found low levels of 

connectedness with teachers are associated with reports of more risky behavior. Voisin et 

ai. (2006), in a multi ethnic sample of detained adolescent males also found that youth 

23 



who reported low student-teacher connectedness prior to being detained were twice as 

likely as their peers who reported high student-teacher connectedness to engage in risky 

behavior. In addition, Slonim-Nevo et al. (1996), in a study of African American and 

White adolescents aged 11 to 18 in residential centers, reported that educational 

parameters such as relationships with teachers predicted AIDS knowledge, attitude (e.g., 

belief about condoms, drug use, and group sex), and risky sexual behaviors. Rudasill, 

Reio, and Stupanovic (2010) found that student-teacher conflict mediated the associations 

between background characteristics (i.e., gender, family income, and special services) 

and risky behavior. In this study, Rudasill, Reio, and Stupanovic (2010) suggests that 

early adolescents' relationships with significant adults (i.e., teachers) may be factors 

explaining why some individuals are more likely than others to engage in negative 

behaviors such as maladaptive risk-taking. Finally, Kassen et al. (1992) investigated 

causal inferences between school bonding as a marker for school engagement and risky 

behavior. They found that among a group of multiethnic adolescents aged 10 through 17, 

school bonding was predictive of lower rates of alcohol abuse and dependency over a 

five-year period. 

In addition to their adult models, the interactions students have within their school 

social environment (i.e, with their peers) play an important role in a student's 

socialization, norms, and aspirations for their future (Harris, Duncan, & Bojoisly, 2002). 

It is suggested that certain aspects of school climate may structure norms and values; that 

is, when adolescents see what is common practice by other students they may assume 

such expectations and behaviors are socially acceptable. For example, if one of the 
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school norms is to go to college, the student will expect to also go to college (Harris, 

Duncan, & Bojoisly, 2002). 

Gottfredson (1989) reviewed studies that examined school climate and concluded 

that how schools are run is directly related to the level of behavioral disruptions in 

schools. For example, when administration and faculty lack communication and do not 

work together to solve problems they have lower teacher morale and higher student 

disorder. Further, schools in which students do not believe they belong and feel uncared 

for by school faculty and staff experience higher levels of disorder (Gottfredson, 1989). 

On the other hand, factors such as high expectations among school staff, students, and 

parents for student achievement, orderly school and classroom environments, high morale 

among school staff and students, positive treatment of students, active engagement of 

students, and positive social relationships among students positively impact school 

climate (Stockard & Mayberry, 1992). 

Loukas and Robinson (2004) described how the influence of school climate is of 

particular importance during early adolescence as students' transition from one school to 

another. There may be a significant change in the climate of the school as they negotiate 

this transition. For example, young adolescents experience rapid changes in their 

physical, emotional, and interpersonal development; at the same time, they move from 

elementary to middle schools (Kuperminc, Leadbeater, Emmons, & Blatt, 1997). This 

can be a difficult transition, leading to poor academic performance, self-image, perceived 

social support, and perception of the quality of school life (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). 

Furthermore, it is suggested that some of the characteristics ofthe new school's 

environment may not be compatible with the needs of adolescents during this period of 
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development making the transition more difficult. For example, needs for interpersonal 

affiliation and intimacy intensify during early adolescence while middle schools and their 

classrooms tend to be large and departmentalized. Additionally, levels of self­

consciousness and comparison of abilities are greatly enhanced at this age and middles 

schools tend emphasize a comparison of students' abilities (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). 

LaRusso, Romer and Selman (2008) illustrate the use of social control theory 

(Hirschi 1969) to help explain the positive, as well as negative, effects of school climate. 

The theory suggests that schools with positive school climates will help to increase 

students' attachment to healthy norms of behavior than schools with norms that condone 

risk behaviors such as drug use have more individual risk taking behavior (Kumar et al. 

2002). 

While there are different terms, variables, and measures used, several studies have 

found "school climate" to be related to health risk behaviors including smoking, drinking, 

drug use, truancy, and fighting (Catalano et al. 2004; Coker & Borders 2001; Kuperminc 

et al. 2001; Loukas & Robinson 2004; Roeser & Eccles, 1998). For example, research 

using the data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health showed that 

school connectedness was associated with lower levels of violence, tobacco, marijuana, 

and alcohol use (Bonny, Britto, Klosterman, Hornung, Slap, 2000; Resnick et al. 1997). 

International studies have shown similar results. For example, data from the World 

Health Organization international survey, "Health Behavior in School-aged Children," 

revealed that health risk behaviors were positively associated with school alienation 

(Larusso, Romer, Selman, 2008) and negatively associated with school satisfaction and 
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positive perceptions of the school psychological environment (Samdal, Wold, Klepp, & 

Kannas, 2000). 

It is important to note, however, that although the discrepancy between demands 

and individual needs may result in emotional and behavioral difficulties, there are many 

early adolescents who do not develop these problems. Results may differ due to an 

individual's response to contextual influences. For example, perceived school climate 

might playa moderator role. That is, perceptions of a good quality school climate might 

protect adolescents from experiencing any problems (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). 

In summary, school climate is the overarching construct that pertains to the 

attitudes, beliefs, values and norms that underlie the operation of a school. And this 

perception can influence an individual in both positive and negative ways. Those 

individuals having a positive sense of school climate, for example, would feel that 

teachers would help them, school rules are fairly enforced, and teachers respect their 

opinions and concerns (Libbey, 2004). In other words, the student would feel respected. 

An important part of the construct of school climate is sense of belonging, which is used 

to describe a student's sense of membership or acceptance into the school and 

specifically involves a student's feelings about whether they are included in the school 

community (Ma, 2003). Sense of belonging will be discussed further in the following 

section. 

Sense of Belonging 

Sense of belonging is a construct that has been used to describe the extent to 

which students feel personally accepted, included, and supported in the school (Ma, 

2003). A student's sense of belonging is considered to be an important part of the 
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overarching construct of school climate. It has been suggested that students' lack of 

sense of belonging to school has consequences that may involve the participation in 

deviant behavior. For example, there have been studies indicating that sense of 

belonging can be related to gang membership, students' risk of dropping out, and 

academic achievement. Burnett and Walz (1994) concluded that gang-related problems 

increase when students do not have a sense of belonging to their school. Fine (1991) 

indicated that results of case studies showed that sense of belonging is a direct cause of 

dropping out of high school. 

Others have described the positive effects of an individual's sense of belonging on 

one's behavior. For example, Goff and Goddard (1999) studied the relationship between 

core values and delinquency, substance use, and sexual behavior among high school 

students. Results of the analysis indicated that students who valued self-respect, sense of 

belonging to school, and sense of accomplishment exhibited significantly lower 

frequency of delinquent behavior and substance use. 

A student's sense of belonging to school develops in the school social 

environment. Edwards (1995) examined the issues related to sense of belonging. He 

suggested that school administrators ensure that teachers must feel a sense of belonging 

to school so that they, in tum, can help their students feel a sense of belonging. In 

addition, Kester (1994) asserted that school structure and peer influence can interact to 

affect students' sense of belonging to school. For example, research consistently 

suggests that small high schools are in a better position than large schools to create a 

stronger sense of belonging (Cawelti, 1995; Ma, 2003). Attendance at small schools 

resulted in better student involvement, better interpersonal relationships, and easier 
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management of individual and cooperative practices (Ma, 2003). In such environments 

where a sense of belonging is fostered, the adults show genuine concern for and 

familiarity with students, promoting a positive school climate (Saufler, 2005) 

Peer Relationships 

The interactions students have within their social environment play an important 

role in a student's socialization, norms, and aspirations for their futures (Harris, Duncan, 

& Bojoisly, 2002). As presented by Stockard and Mayberry (1992), positive social 

relationships among students have the potential to influence school climate. 

Additionally, Kester (1994) suggested that the interaction of school structure and peer 

influence can interact to affect students' sense of belonging to school. It is suggested that 

certain aspects of school climate may structure norms and values; i.e., when adolescents 

see what is a common practice by other their peers they may assume such expectation 

and behaviors are social acceptable. For example, peer influence can be demonstrated in 

the form of school norms, such that, if it is a school norm to go to college, the student 

will also expect to go to college (Harris, Duncan, & Bojoisly, 2002). 

As adolescents gain autonomy during early adolescence and begin to focus their 

attention on relationships outside of the family they begin to rely more on peers as social 

influences who inform important choices (Ardelt & Day, 2002; LaRusso, Romer, & 

Selmer, 2008). During adolescence individuals start spending more time with friends as 

opposed to family (Larson & Richards, 1991). On average, adolescents spend roughly 

50% of their time with peers and 20% with parents suggesting that peers may take on 

increased social influence because of increased opportunities (Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 

2009). As a result, the adolescent's peers have more opportunities than parents to 
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provide messages about the acceptability of deviant behavior (Pardini, Loeber, & 

Stouthamer-Loeber,2005). Given the increased opportunity, it has therefore been 

hypothesized that during adolescence youth will increase their reliance on peers as social 

influences and decrease their reliance on parents (Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009). 

Peer's social influence is implicated in many accounts of adolescent risk taking, 

because most risky behavior in which adolescents engage, such as delinquency, substance 

use, and reckless driving, takes place in the company of peers (Chassin et aI., 2004; 

Simons-Morton, Lerner, & Stinger, 2005). An illustration ofthis increased reliance on 

peers is found in the criminology literature. There is some evidence to suggest that when 

some adolescents participate in deviant acts, such as drug/alcohol use, they do so with 

their peers (Zimring, 1998; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). As opposed to adults who 

typically do so alone, adolescents engage in deviant acts accompanied by one or more 

peers (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). In addition, the research suggests that the average 

adolescent is more likely than not to report having friends who use drugs (Marshal & 

Chassin, 2000). For example, a national school survey indicated that 76% of 8th graders 

and 92% of 10th graders reported having friends who use alcohol (Marshal & Chassin, 

2000). Given these numbers it is important to further examine the influence of peers in 

adolescent substance use and risk-taking behaviors. 

Peer influence theorists suggest that an adolescent's selection of peers has a 

strong impact on the likelihood to engage in problem drinking (Ennett, et aI., 2008). 

Association with drug using peers has been suggested to be one of the strongest single 

predictors of substance use among youth and adolescents (Coker & Borders, 2001). In 

example, studies have shown that adolescents with alcohol-using peers are more likely to 
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use alcohol than adolescents without drinking friends (Bahr, Hawks, and Wang, 1993; 

Donovan and Jessor, 1983; Fisher and Bauman, 1988). The collective nature of risk­

taking behavior among adolescents is more generally illustrated by Gardner and 

Steinberg (2005). Their findings indicate that exposure to peers during a risk-taking task, 

in which the adolescent plays a computer game and is required to make actual decisions 

in a risky driving situation, doubled the amount of risky behavior among middle 

adolescents, increased it by 50% among college undergraduates, and had no impact at all 

among adults, reiterating the increased influence of peers on adolescent's behavior. 

Investigations by Hawkins, Catalano and Miller (1992) have demonstrated similar 

results that alcohol use by adolescents' friends, for example, is substantially associated 

with adolescents' alcohol use. Predictably, friends' cigarette smoking is related to 

adolescents' smoking, and friends' use of hard drugs is related to adolescents' drug use 

(Lynskey, Fergusson, & Horwood, 1998). Such findings lend credence to Prinstein, 

Boergers, and Spirito's (2001) broad conclusion that affiliation with risk taking peers is 

related to increases in adolescents' risk behavior over time. 

Peer influence has also been suggested in adolescent's risky driving behavior. 

Adolescent drivers tend to engage in numerous risky behaviors including speeding which 

has been found to significantly correlate with a greater risk for accidents (Elander, West, 

& French, 1993). Adolescents are more likely than adults to drive recklessly and to drive 

while intoxicated (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). They are more likely to exhibit and 

report greater risk-taking such as following too closely, unsafe accelerations, and rapid 

lane changes (Jonah, 1986; 1990; Preusser, Ferguson, & Williams, 1988). Lack of 

driving experience has been viewed as a major contributing factor in adolescent driving 
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problems. However, Gregersen and Bjurulf (1996) examined a model in which other 

factors were shown to influence driver behavior, such as attitudes of others. Teenagers 

who socialize with others who display risky behaviors are more likely to engage in that 

type of behavior (Gerra et aI., 1999; lessor, Turbin, & Costa, 1997; West & Hall, 1997). 

In the same line of research, it has been postulated that adolescents who affiliate 

with delinquent peers are at risk for several negative outcomes (Pardini, Loeber, & 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 2005). For example, increased levels of affiliation with peers 

engaging in deviant behavior are associated with increased aggression (Capaldi, Dishion, 

Stoolmiller, & Yoerger, 2001), self-reported delinquency (Vitaro, Brendgen, & 

Tremblay, 2000), arrests (Patterson, Dishion, & Y oerger, 2000), and the initiation of 

substance use (Dishion, Capaldi, Spracklen, & Li, 1995). It has been hypothesized that 

one of the mechanisms behind the peer influence is the impact of favorable beliefs about 

delinquency (Pardini, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2005). 

Clearly, the norms and values established by peers can have negative and/or 

positive impact on school climate by affecting student perceptions, beliefs, and 

expectations concerning themselves, their behavior, and their futures. 

Protective Factors 

In order to predict the initiation and maintenance of risky behaviors, it is 

important also to examine those factors which buffer or decrease risk of deviant behavior. 

These positive influences have been defined as protective factors, or "those factors that 

reduce the likelihood of problem behavior," by mediating the effect of the exposure to 

participation in deviant behaviors (Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002, 

p.576). Protective Factors have also been identified as individual or environmental 
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factors (such as student characteristics and schools) that reduce the effects of stressful life 

events; increase an individual's ability to avoid risks; and promote social and emotional 

competence to thrive in all aspects of life (Kipke, 1999). These protective factors are now 

being measured by federal, state, and community prevention planners in their prevention 

needs assessments to more adequately evaluate the variables mediating adolescent 

deviant behavior. 

Losel (1994) examined the positive/protective effect of social resources on 

adolescents who were deemed at high risk for engaging in antisocial (deviant) behavior. 

This research found significant predictors of not engaging in antisocial behaviors to 

include: "the presence of an emotional reference person, a satisfying social support 

network, and an institutional climate characterized by openness, autonomy, cohesion, 

organization, and a low level of conflict" 

(Losel, 1994, p. 292). 

In addition, Beam et al. (2002) demonstrated that adolescents who have warm, 

supportive people in their lives have better outcomes. In other words, these adolescents 

have protective factors safeguarding them from engaging in deviant behaviors (Burton & 

Marshall, 2005). Based on these studies by Beam et al. (2002), they suggest that non­

parental very important people could provide a protective effect where they serve as 

positive role models who are supportive of the adolescent. This is important as not all 

adolescents have a positive adult in their life and these studies suggest a great need for 

adolescents to form bonds with positive role models (Burton & Marshall, 2005). 

A study conducted throughout Britain investigated many risk and protective 

factors for youth (Beinart, Anderson, Lee, & Utting, 2002). The authors concluded that 
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social bonding was an important protective factor for a large proportion of youth; those 

youth who were able to relate well to adults outside their family (such as teachers) were 

at reduced risk of engaging in deviant behavior. Overall conclusions of this study 

indicated that youth needed to feel involved in their communities, families and schools 

and they required recognition and praise for their efforts (Beinart et ai., 2002). Burton 

and Marshall (2005) further suggest that such involvement could lead to lower 

participation in delinquent acts, as the individual may not want to harm the relationships 

they have formed and they may feel distress about harming the community to which they 

have bonded. 

Relationships with prosocial peers (i.e., peers who have positive social and 

psychological capabilities and responsibilities) may also act as a buffer against risky 

behavior (Coker & Borders, 2001). For example, Catalano, Kosterman, Hawkins, 

Newcomb, and Abott (1996) found relationships between the pro social opportunities, 

prosocial involvement, prosocial bonding and an absence of antisocial behavior including 

substance use. 

The perception of a positive school climate may help to mediate the use of 

substances (Wei shew & Peng, 1993). A positive school climate consists of teacher­

administrator cooperation, positive teacher attitudes toward students, sense of 

community, teacher praise, and attitudes emphasizing the expectation of academic 

success (Weishew & Peng, 1993). Weishew and Peng (1993) found that schools with 

better climates, more positive student perceptions, and fair discipline were associated 

with lower rates of misbehavior among eighth graders. Additionally, using the Social 

Ecology Model of adolescent substance use, Kumpfer and Turner (1991) suggested that 
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youth who bond to prosocial institutions (e.g., schools) are less vulnerable to the effects 

of negative peers and subsequent substance use. They suggest that the bonding to school 

is dependent on perceptions of positive school climates (Coker & Borders, 2001). 

Sense of belonging to school, as a key component of positive school climate, can 

be a buffer or protective factor against negative outcomes such as risk behavior. Blum 

and Rinehart (1996) found that students who felt more connected to their school showed 

lower at-risk behaviors and attitudes than did students who did not report feeling 

connected. Additionally, Anderman (2002) found that higher levels of belonging were 

associated with higher levels of optimism and lower levels of depression, social rejection 

and school problems. The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health looked at 

the impact of protective factors on adolescent health and well being among more than 

36,000 7th-lih grade students. The study suggested that students are more likely to 

engage in healthy behaviors and succeed academically when they feel connected to 

school. The study found that family, school, and individual factors such as school 

connectedness, parent family connectedness, high parental expectations for academic 

achievement, and the adolescent's level of involvement in religious activities and 

perceived importance of religion and prayer were protective against a range of risky 

behaviors (Resnick, Harris, & Blum, 1993). School connectedness was found to be the 

strongest protective factor for both boys and girls to decrease substance use and risk of 

unintentional injury (e.g.,drinking and driving, not wearing seatbelts) (Resnick, Bearman, 

& Blum, 1997). Research has also demonstrated a strong relationship between school 

connectedness and educational outcomes, including school attendance; staying in school 

longer; and higher grades and classroom test scores (McNeely, 2003). 
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To further bolster the connection between sense of belonging and decreased 

levels of at-risk behavior, an adolescent's attachment to school, as a part of school 

bonding, has also been identified as a variable that may help to prevent and/or delay 

adolescent use of alcohol (Henry & Slater, 2002). An individual's school attachment has 

been consistently identified as a protective factor. A strong attachment to school is 

characterized by a commitment to conventional academic and social endeavors at school, 

attachment to pro social peers, attachment to teachers and other school staff, and belief in 

established pro social norms. 

Similarly, Hirschi's Control Theory highlights the importance of bonding to the 

institution of the school. This theory posits that bonding within a school consists of four 

elements: 1) involvement in the school, 2) emotional attachment with others, 3) 

investment or commitment to the school, and 4) belief in the values of the school. This 

type of bonding, once strongly established, is the mechanism by which deviant behavior, 

in particular, is inhibited (Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004). 

There is much empirical support for the inhibitory effect of school bonding on 

deviant behavior (Hirschi, 1969; Resnik et aI., 1997; Werner & Smith, 1992). In a 

longitudinal study, strong school bonding was associated with less tobacco, alcohol, and 

drug use, and other delinquent behaviors (Catalano et aI., 2004). This study illustrates the 

inverse of Hirschi's assumption, that without strong school bonds, students are not 

constrained to resist at-risk behaviors. 

Engagement in deviant behavior and its effects 

The societal costs of youth engagement in deviant behaviors, such as substance 

use and risky driving, are exceptionally high (Kaufmann, Wyman, Forbes-Jones, & 
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Barry,2007). In the United States, the consequences of underage drinking cost an 

estimated $53 billion in 1998 (Zakrajsek & Shope, 2006). The consequences include 

injury, violent crime and treatment for alcohol abuse. In fact, injury, primarily from 

motor-vehicle crashes, continues to be the leading cause of death among adolescents and 

young adults in the United States (Zakrajsek & Shope, 2006), and adolescents continue to 

have one of the highest motor-vehicle crash rates of all age groups (National Highway 

Traffic Safety Association [NHTSA], 2006). In 2004, 30% of 16-20 year-old drivers 

killed in motor-vehicle crashes had been drinking (NHTSA, 2006). Furthermore, a 

relationship between risky driving, defined as deliberately taking risks while driving, and 

other problem behaviors, such as alcohol consumption, has been found in adolescence 

(Jessor, 1987, Zakrajsek & Shope, 2006). 

Despite a nationwide legal drinking age of 21, many individuals in the United 

States begin drinking in adolescence (Zakrajesek & Shope, 2006). Nationally, alcohol use 

rates begin to rise in adolescence, peak around age 21, and remain high well into 

adulthood (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 

2003). Results from the 2005 Monitoring the Future study found 41 % of 8th grade 

students had consumed an alcoholic drink ("not just a few sips"), and 20% had been 

drunk (Johnston, O'Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2004). 

The participation in deviant behaviors as an adolescent can have lasting impacts 

into adulthood. Adult health outcomes have been linked to the behaviors in which they 

engaged as children and adolescents. In fact, any health risk behaviors that are 

established during adolescence can be difficult to change in adulthood (Dowdell, 2006). 
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These behaviors include the use of alcohol and tobacco and can place an adolescent at 

high risk for continuing unhealthy lifestyles (Dowdell, 2006). 

The abuse of alcohol and illicit drugs is associated with serious health problems in 

the United States, including violence, injury, HIV infection, and AIDS (Dowdell, 2006). 

Among individuals ages 15-34, higher alcohol consumption patterns predict motor 

vehicle, work, and sports accidents (Dowdell, 2006). Additionally, reports of the annual 

economic costs from alcohol abuse were estimated to be 185 billion in 1998 (National 

Institute on Alcohol and Alcoholism, 2000). 

In regards to the effects of tobacco use, the statistics report that tobacco-related 

deaths number more than 430,000 per year among U.S. adults (USDHHS, 2000). It is 

also estimated that direct medical costs attributable to smoking total at least $50 billion a 

year (USDHHS, 2000). Despite these alarming statistics, reports show that each day 

more than 3,000 adolescents across the United States become daily smokers (CDC, 

2001). Twenty-five percent of high school students have reported smoking a whole 

cigarette before the age of 13 (USDHHS, 2000). Additionally, 3 out of 4 teenage 

smokers have tried to quit smoking at least once but failed (Ferguson & Ferguson, 2000; 

Fritz, 2000). 

There is a tremendous cost of adolescent participation in deviant behavior. It has 

immediate and long-lasting impacts not only on the individual engaging in the act but on 

society as a whole. Clearly, a thorough understanding of what contributes to and 

influences the development of deviant behavior is important. 
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Research Questions 

Given the complex relationships between age, gender, socioeconomic status, 

school performance, and ethnicity to school climate and their influences on deviant 

behavior, this study proposes the research questions below. The first question will 

address data gathered at the student-level and the second question will address student 

data aggregated to the school level. 

Question 1. In a large, urban school system, to what extent do student-level gender, 

ethnicity, and age contribute to the prediction of students' self reports of 

risky behavior? 

Hypothesis 1: Gender, ethnicity, and age will be significant predictors of student 

participation in risky behaviors such that males, Caucasians, and older 

adolescents will show more frequent participation in risky behaviors. 

Question 2. In a large, urban school system, to what extent do student data, aggregated to 

the school-level, of age (middle or high school), free/reduced lunch status, 

school performance on standardized testing, and perception of school 

climate contribute to the prediction of students' self reports of risky 

behavior? 

Hypothesis 2: Student data aggregated to the school level of school level status 

(middle vs. high school), free/reduced lunch status, school performance on 

standardized testing, and school-level perception of school climate will be 

significant predictors of students' self report of risky behaviors 

aggregated to the school level such that high schools, schools with 

majority free/reduced lunch status, schools with lower scores on 
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standardized testing, and schools with less positive perceptions of school 

climate will show more frequent participation in risky behaviors. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

In this chapter, the research methods of these survey-based, school-level analyses 

will be presented in the following sections: sample, materials, procedure, and data 

analysis. 

Sample 

This study is based on data gathered from 15,299 Middle School students and 

16,390 High School Students who completed surveys administered by a large, 

Midwestern, urban school district during the 2007-2008 school year. The purpose of 

using this sample of middle and high school students was to be able to generalize these 

results to the adolescent population, ages 11-20. Additional data were used from the Safe 

and Drug Free Schools Survey administered in conjunction with the Comprehensive 

School Survey. The Safe and Drug Free Schools Surveys were completed by staff, 

parents, and students in grades 4-12. Data from the Safe and Drug Free Schools Survey 

(N = 15,299 Middle School students, response rate = 77%; N = 16,390 High School 

students, response rate = 62%) were used to address the substance use and risky driving 

behavior of adolescents. For the purpose of this study, Middle and High School student 

data was analyzed to represent the adolescent population. 

Demographics describing the sample of participating Middle and High School 

students from the school year 2007-2008 are presented in Tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 1 
Middle School Participants' Socia-Demographic Information, 2007-2008 school year 

Variable Whole Sample 
(N=15,299) 

N Percentage 

Student Gender 14,710 

Male 7,282 49.50 
Female 7,428 50.50 

Student's Ethnicity 14,673 

African American 4,824 32.88 
White 7,941 54.41 
Latino 543 3.70 
Other 1,365 9.30 

Free/Reduced Lunch Status l3,686 

Yes 7,470 54.58 
No 6,216 45.42 

Age 14,797 

10 10 67.58 
11 2,327 15.73 
12 4,591 31.03 
13 4,841 32.72 
14 2,712 18.33 

15+ 316 2.13 
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Table 2 
High School Participants' Socio-Demographic Information, 2007-2008 school year 

Variable Whole Sample 
(N=16,390) 

N Percentage 

Student Gender 15,529 

Male 8,114 52.25 
Female 7,415 47.75 

Student's Ethnicity 15,489 

African American 4,878 31.49 
White 8,636 55.76 
Latino 674 4.35 
Other 1,301 8.40 

Free/Reduced Lunch Status 14,591 

Yes 6,483 44.43 
No 8,108 55.57 

Age 15,650 

13 31 .20 
14 1,915 12.24 
15 4,020 25.69 
16 4,059 25.94 
17 3,574 22.84 
18 1,741 11.12 

19+ 310 2.00 
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For the purpose of this study, the data was also examined at the school level. 

Therefore the second sample used the student data aggregated to the school level to 

represent each school. School level data is presented in Table 3. 

Table 3 
School level datafor the 2007-2008 school year 

Variable 

School Level Status 
(Middle vs High 
School) 
School Climate 
Test Scores 
Free/Reduced Lunch 
Status (percent) 
Risky Behavior 

N Mean 

42 1.50 

42 32.54 
42 75.65 
42 55.57 

42 36.57 

Standard 
Deviation 
0.51 

2.27 
16.23 
20.70 

2.23 
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Range Minimum Maximum 

1.00 

10.01 
65.40 
79.10 

7.26 

1.00 

27.63 
44.30 
12.20 

32.24 

2.00 

37.63 
109.70 
91.30 

39.50 



Measures 

Two instruments were used in this research. They include the Comprehensive 

School Survey (CSS) and the Safe and Drug Free Schools Survey. 

The Comprehensive School Survey (CSS) 

The CSS is provided to all staff, all parents, and students in grades 4-12 for the 

purpose of collecting data concerning academic indicators, school community, empathy, 

ethics, service, environment, safety, and employee job satisfaction. The CSS measures 

the opinions of students, parents, staff, and teachers in JCPS using Likert-type scale items 

(i.e., 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Disagree, and 4 = Strongly disagree) as well as 

YeslNo questions. 

There are six versions of the CSS as it is adapted to the populations of interest: 

elementary students, middle school students, high school students, parents, classified 

staff, and certified staff. Each survey is divided into sections. The three student surveys 

(elementary, middle, and high) are organized into the following sections: (A) Student 

Characteristics, (B) School, (C) Home/Community, (D) Personal Development, and (E) 

School Operation. Surveys measure student, parent, and staff perceptions of a range of 

issues related to academic rigor and school climate. Components of school climate 

measured by the survey include: belonging, sense of community, connectedness, teacher 

support, and student -student and student-teacher relationships. Both school-based and 

non-school based certified and classified surveys are divided as follows: (A) Background 

Characteristics, (B) Students, (C) School Operation, and (D) Employee. The Parent 

Survey layout is similar - (A) Background Characteristics, (B) Students, (C) School 

Operation, and (D) Parent/Guardian. 
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Analyses have been conducted on the instruments to ensure that they possess 

reasonable levels of validity and reliability in these contexts. Munoz (2008) conducted a 

reliability study for: each survey as a whole; each domain within each survey; and for 

each construct within each domain. Item-by-item correlations with Cronbach's alphas 

were conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Findings 

showed that the coefficient alphas greatly exceeded the minimum (.60) recommended for 

use of composite scales in statistical analyses (Nunally & Bernstein, 1994). 

Responses to the surveys for the 2007-2008 school year were analyzed with 

exploratory component analysis, an analytical approach that allows for the exploration of 

trends in individuals' responses to items on the surveys. Initial analyses were performed 

to see if different components emerged and to see if they fit together to measure a broader 

concept. Data were analyzed using exploratory component analysis. Examinations of the 

responses to surveys revealed some common trends across all groups (Rudasill & Rakes, 

2008). Analyses with subgroups of responses on the middle school and high school 

student survey supported seven and eight components respectively. For the purpose of 

this study, the construct of School Support was used to assess perception of school 

climate. 

School Support Survey (Middle School and High School). The Middle School 

scale consists of 11 items and taps into engagement, student belonging, and school 

climate. The High School scale consists of 12 items and taps into similar items. These 

items were assessed by answering Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly 

Disagree. Specific items are presented in Table 4 and 5. 
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Table 4 
U·ddl S hIS hiS t It I e C 00 S, C 00 uppor ems 
BOt I learn interesting and useful things at school 

B02 I think school is fun and challenging. 

B03 I enjoy going to school. 

B06 I feel hke I am part of my school commumty. 

B08 My teachers respect my opinion in class even if it disagrees with their opinions. 

B 11 I feel my teachers really care about me. 

B12 I believe I can talk with my counselor dean 

B 13 My school provides a caring and supportive environment for students. 

B 17 I am very satisfied with my school. 

B 18 I would rather go to this school than any other school. 

B 19 I am very satisfied with JCPS. 

Table 5 
n·hSh ISh IS tIt IgJ C 00, C 00 uppor ems 
BOt I learn interesting and useful things at school 

B02 I think school is fun and challenging. 

B03 I enjoy going to school. 

B06 I feel like I am part of my school community. 

B 11 I feel my teachers really care about me. 

B 19 I believe I will be prepared to go to the next grade level in school. 

B20 My JCPS education will prepare me for employment. 

B21 My school does a good job of preparing me for college. 

B22 I believe I am developing essential skills for life (such as reading, writing, and 

math) in JCPS. 

B23 I am very satisfied with my school. 
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B24 I would rather go to this school than any other school. 

B25 I am very satisfied with JCPS. 

The Safe and Drug Free Schools Survey 

The Safe and Drug Free Schools Survey is administered in conjunction with the 

CSS. This survey addresses substance use, safety concerns (i.e., feeling unsafe at school, 

outside the building, or on the way to or from school) and driving behavior. For the 

purpose ofthis study, items addressing risky behavior (i.e., substance use behavior) will 

be analyzed. Additionally, surveys indicate the students' gender, ethnicity, grade in 

school, age, and free/reduced lunch status. 

Risky Behavior. These items evaluate the frequency of students' use of 

substances, such as alcohol, marijuana, other illegal drugs, and cigarettes. Students are 

asked to respond to items using a Likert scale indicating the frequency of use of the 

substance: 0 times; 1-3 times; 4-5 times; 7 or more times. Specific items are presented in 

Table 6. The reliability of this scale was examined using Cronbach's coefficient alpha. 

The Risky Behavior scale was found to demonstrate a high level of consistency (a = 

.918). 

48 



Table 6 
Risky Behavior Questions 
1. How many occasions (if any) have you had alcohol to drink in your lifetime? (beer, wine or 
hard liquor-more than just a few sips) 
2. How many occasions (if any) have you had alcohol to drink in the past 30 days? (beer, wine or 
hard liquor-more thanjust a few sips) 
3. How many occasions (if any) have you had five or more drinks of alcohol in a row in your 
lifetime? 
4. How many occasions (if any) have you had five or more drinks of alcohol in a row in the past 
30 days? 
5. How many occasions (if any) have you smoked marijuana (weed, pot) in your lifetime? 
6. How many occasions (if any) have you smoked marijuana (weed, pot) in the past 30 days? 
7. How many occasions (if any) have you used other illegal drugs in you lifetime? 
8. How many occasions (if any) have you smoked cigarettes or used other tobacco products in 
your lifetime? 
9. How many occasions (if any) have you smoked cigarettes or used other tobacco products in 
you lifetime? 
10. How many occasions (if any) have you smoked cigarettes or used other tobacco products in 
the past 30 days? 

Procedure 

Data for this study were gathered in 2008 and for the purpose of this study only 

middle and high school data was examined. All student surveys were made available on 

CASCADE. Student survey response bubble sheets were printed from the CASCADE 

system and administered to students by their teachers. Parent and staff surveys were 

made available on the JCPS online System on the district's website. Additionally, paper-

and-pencil surveys were provided for parents without computer access. Parent and staff 

surveys were made available on JCPS during the same week and a special PONY was 

made available to pick up all parent paper-and-pencil surveys from schools 

Results of the surveys were tabulated and a report produced for each discrete 

group of respondents by location, level and district-wide and made available to each 

respective location 8-12 weeks later. The surveys were self-administered and provided 

through email, posting on the World Wide Web, and optical imaging of paper surveys. 

This allowed for the distribution of large quantities of surveys in order to increase the 
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response rate, to be processed quickly but with great accuracy, and to potentially look at 

individual student results. A total of 15,299 Middle School students completed the 

questionnaire with a response rate of 77%. A total of 16,390 High School students 

completed the questionnaire with a response rate of 62%. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Two primary research questions were addressed. The results of these analyses are 

presented in the same sequence as described in the methods chapter under data analysis 

procedures. 

Student Level Analysis 

Risky behavior as it relates to student level gender, ethnicity, and age. 

Hypothesis 1 states that gender, ethnicity, and age will be significant predictors of student 

participation in risky behaviors such that males, Caucasians, and older adolescents will 

show more frequent participation in risky behaviors. 

As can be seen in Table 8, using a multiple regression analysis, risky behavior 

was regressed on student-level gender (male = 1; female = 2), ethnicity (white = 1; non­

white = 2), and age. The hypothesis that gender, ethnicity, and age were significant 

predictors for participation in risky behaviors was significant at (F 3,27,662 = 1774.197, P < 

.001, R2 = .161). The R2 indicates 16.1 % ofthe variance in participation in risky 

behaviors was accounted for by gender, ethnicity, and age. All three predictors were 

significant such that males (M = 36.21; SD = 6.53) endorsed more frequent participation 

in risky behaviors than females (M = 36.41, SD = 6.01,/2 = 0.19); whites (M = 35.69; 

SD = 6.84) endorsed more frequent participation in risky behaviors than racial and ethnic 

minorities (non-whites M=37.05 SD=5.48,/2 = 0.19) and older students endorsed more 

frequent participation in risky behaviors than younger students. For example, 19 year-
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olds (M = 28.96, SD= 11.03) endorsed the most participation in risky behavior and 11 

year-olds endorsing the least frequent participation in risky behavior (M = 39.46, SD = 

1.83,j2 = 0.19). It is important to note that higher scores indicate less participation in 

deviant behavior; i.e., a maximum score of 40 indicates no participation in risky 

behaviors. 

Table 7 

Linear Regression Predicting Risky Behaviorsfrom Age, Gender, and Ethnicity 

(N = 27,666) 

Variable B SEB P t 

Age -1.17 .02 -.39*** -70.15 

Gender .20 .07 .02** 2.90 

Ethnicity 1.32 .07 .11 *** 19.14 

*p<.05, **p<.Ol, ***p<.OOl 

All three predictors were shown to be correlated with participation in risky 

behaviors. However, as presented in Table 8 the three predictors of age, gender, and 

ethnicity were not highly correlated with each other. The following table shows the 

correlation of each predictor with participation in risky behaviors as well as with each 

other. 
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Table 8 

Correlations Among Student Level Data: Age, Gender, Ethnicity, and Risk Behaviors 

(N = 27.666) 

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 

1. Age - .002 -.010* -.387*** 

2. Gender - .010* .016** 

3. Ethnicity - .109*** 

4. Risk Behaviors -

*p<.05, **p<.OJ, ***p<.OOJ 

School Level Analyses 

Risky behavior as it relates to student data aggregated to the school level. 

Hypothesis 2 states that student data aggregated to the school level (middle or high 

school), school-level perception of school climate, school performance on standardized 

testing, and free/reduced lunch status will be significant predictors of students' self report 

of risky behaviors aggregated to the school level such that high schools, schools with 

majority free/reduced lunch status, schools with lower scores on standardized testing, and 

schools with less positive perceptions of school climate will show more frequent 

participation in risky behaviors. 

Using a Multiple Regression analysis, data from the scale measuring school level 

risky behavior was regressed on student data aggregated to the school level on School 

Level Status (middle or high school), perception of school climate, school performance 

on standardized testing, and free-reduced lunch status. As can be seen in Table 9, the 

regression equation resulted in a significant linear relationship (F3, 42 = 48.82, p<.OOl, R2 
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= .841). The R2 indicated that 84.1 % of the variance in school-level participation in risky 

behaviors was accounted for by school level status (middle vs high school). School level 

status (middle or high) was the only variable that predicted the participation in risky 

behaviors such that high schools (M= 34.39; SD = 2.53) were more likely to participate 

in risky behaviors than middle schools (M= 38.18; SD = 1.53,/2 = 5.29). Again, higher 

scores indicate less frequent participation in risky behaviors. 

Table 9 

Linear Regression Predicting Risk Behaviors from School Level Status, School Climate, Performance on 

Standardized Testing and Free-Reduced Lunch Status (N = 42) 

B SEB fJ t 

School Climate .14 .14 .15 1.00 
School Level Status -4.21 .67 -.96*** -6.28 
Test Scores .03 .03 .22 .926 
FreeReduced Status .01 .02 .09 .429 

*p < .05; **p < .01;*** P < .001 

Table 10 

Correlations Among School Level Data and Risk Behaviors (N=42) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 
1. School Climate -- .69*** .49*** -.56*** -.45** 
2. School Level -- -.06* -.20 .89*** 
Status 
3. Test Scores -- -.90*** .28* 
4. Free Reduced -- .001 
Status 
5. Risk Behavior --

*p < .05; **p < .01;*** P < .001 
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Because high correlations between the school-level variables of free/reduced 

lunch status and standardized test scores (r=-.90) created multicollinearity issues (as seen 

in Table 10), a second set of analyses was conducted in which standardized test scores 

were removed from the equation. In this second Multiple Regression analysis school-

risky behavior regressed on student data aggregated to the school level of school level 

status (middle or high school), perception of school climate, and free-reduced lunch 

status. As can be seen in Table 11 below, the regression equation resulted in a significant 

linear relationship (F3, 38 = 64.02, p< .01, R2 =.835). The R2 indicates 83.5% of the 

variance in participation in risky behaviors was accounted for by school level status 

(middle vs high school) and school climate. School level status and School climate were 

significant predictors of participation in risky behaviors. Age predicted participation in 

risky behaviors such that high school students (M= 34.39; SD = 2.53) were more likely to 

participate in risky behaviors than middle school students (M= 38.18; SD = 1.53,j2 = 

5.06). School Climate predicted participation in risky behavior such that those 

individuals with more positive school climate scores endorsed less frequent participation 

in risky behaviors. Table 12 below shows the correlation between variables. 

Table 11 

Linear Regression Predicting Risk Behaviors from Age, School Climate, and Free-

Reduced Lunch Status (N = 42) 

B SEB P t 
School Climate .27 .10 .27* 2.72 
School Level -4.76 .41 -1.08** -11.65 
Status 
Free/reduced -.24 .34 -.05 -.72 
Lunch Status 

*p < .05; **p < .01;*** P < .001 
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Table 12 

Correlations Among School Level Data and Risk Behaviors (N = 42) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 
1. School Climate -- .69*** -.41** -.45** 
2. School Level Status -- -.15 -.89*** 
3. Free Reduced Status -- -.002 
4. Risk Behavior --

p < .05; **p < .01;*** P < .001 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This study was conducted to examine the extent to which the student 

characteristics of age/school level, gender, socioeconomic status, student performance in 

school, and ethnicity, as well as student perceptions of school climate contribute to the 

participation in risky behaviors. This goal was accomplished by examining data at the 

student level and the school level of middle and high school student self reports of risky 

behaviors. Student level data included the examination of student self reports of risky 

behaviors as they relate to age, gender, and ethnicity. Student level data aggregated to 

the school level included student level status (middle vs high school), free/reduced lunch 

status, school level self-report of school climate, and school level performance on 

standardized test scores. This study provides support to existing literature (Cook, 

Buehler, & Henson, 2009; Zhang, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loever, 2005; Gardner & 

Steinber, 2004; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; LaRusso, Romer, & Selman, 2008) linking 

student characteristics (i.e., age and ethnicity) as well as student perceptions of school 

climate to adolescent participation in risky behaviors. However, this study shows a lack 

of support for previous literature linking gender, socioeconomic status, and student 

performance in school to adolescent participation in risky behaviors. In this chapter I 

discuss the findings and conclusions drawn from the results of this study and provide a 

review of the limitations of this study and suggestions for future research. 
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Student participation in risky behavior was investigated using middle and high 

school students' responses to 10 questions on the school district's Safe and Drug Free 

Schools Survey. This survey addresses substance use, safety concerns (i.e., feeling 

unsafe at school, outside the building, or on the way to or from school) and driving 

behavior. For the purpose of this study, items addressing risky behavior (i.e., substance 

use behavior such as frequency of use of alcohol, marijuana, other illegal drugs, and 

cigarettes) were analyzed. Prior research had suggested that student participation in risky 

behavior was linked to a number of student characteristics such as student age, ethnicity, 

gender, socioeconomic status, and performance in school (Arnett, 1999; Zuckerman, 

2007; Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009; Bryant & Zimmerman, 2002). 

Prior research also suggested that students' negative perceptions of school climate 

(which includes a student's sense of belonging and sense of connectedness with staff and 

peers) is linked to a student's participation in risky behaviors (LaRusso, Roemer, & 

Selfman, 2008; Libbey, 2004; Harris, Duncan, & Bojoisly, 2002). Research has shown 

school connectedness to be associated with lower levels of tobacco, marijuana, and 

alcohol use (Bonny et aI., 2000). Data from this study show that as schools have a more 

positive perception of school climate they participate less in risky behaviors (alcohol, 

tobacco, and marijuana use). 

Based on the literature, it was hypothesized in this study that student 

characteristics of age, gender, ethnicity, free/reduced lunch status, as well as, student 

perception of school climate and performance on standardized testing would predict 

student participation in risky behaviors. Given the anonymous nature ofthe data, it was 

necessary to examine the data at different levels. For some analyses, data were analyzed 
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at the student level (for those variables that could be connected to the dependent variable 

at that level) and for others, data were analyzed at the school level (for those variables 

that could only be connected to the dependent variable at the school level); this resulted 

in two hypotheses. 

First, it was hypothesized that student level gender, ethnicity, and age would 

significantly predict student participation in risky behaviors. Results of the data analysis 

did support this hypothesis. Analyses from this study replicated findings from previous 

research in that they indicated that males reported engaging more frequently in risky 

behaviors than females (Rudasill et aI, 2010). However, while there is significance due 

to the large sample size, there is only a difference of .2 between the means for males (M 

= 36.21; SD = 6.53) and female (M = 36.41; SD = 6.01). Despite what might be 

normally assumed, boys engage in more risky behaviors as compared to girls. this 

assumption is not adequate based on the current results. 

Additional findings from this study replicate previous studies in that whites more 

frequently reported engaging in risky behaviors than racial and ethnic minorities which is 

contrary to popular assumptions. In fact, research shows that Caucasian youths' 

substance use rates have historically been approximately two times that of African 

American youths (Johnston et ai., 2004). A study by Terry-McElrath, O'Malley, and 

Johnston (2009) supported the research showing that Caucasian youths endorsed more 

frequent substance use. 

Additionally, this study assessed the motives behind the drug-using behavior and 

found that Caucasian users were more likely to report social/recreational reasons for use 

such as, "to have a good time", "to fit it", and ''to experiment" while African American 
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youths were more likely to report reasons such as "to get through the day". Finally, 

replicating previous studies, older adolescents (e.g., 19 year olds) more frequently 

reported engaging in risky behaviors than younger adolescents (e.g., 11 year olds). 

It was also hypothesized that school level status (middle or high school), 

free/reduced lunch status, perception of school climate, and performance on standardized 

testing would significantly predict student participation in risky behaviors. Regarding 

this hypothesis, results were mixed. While the regression resulted in a significant linear 

relationship, only age was shown to be a significant predictor, accounting for 84.1 % of 

the variance. Due to issues of multicollinearity resulting in a high correlation between 

the variables of performance on standardized testing and free/reduced lunch status, a 

second regression was conducted. Results from this regression showed a significant 

linear relationship in which school level status (middle or high) and perception of school 

climate were significant predictors of participation in risky behaviors. 

Several possible explanations for the disparity between these results and the 

existing literature are possible. First, the sample in this study differs from the samples 

used in past studies, and some of the differences may have been significant. As 

previously stated, the second sample was taken from school level data; therefore, the 

results were comparisons of data from a sample of 42 schools as compared to evaluating 

the results of each individual student as has been done in prior studies. For example, 

Rudasill, Reio, Stipanovic, and Taylor (2010) demonstrate findings showing a significant 

relationship between gender, family income, and student-teacher relationships and risky 

behaviors at the individual level. The student level data in the present study, however, 

were aggregated to the school level to avoid an ecological fallacy. Second, regarding a 
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lack of significance in the prediction of free/reduced price lunch status for participation in 

risky behaviors, the range of scores between school means was necessarily greatly 

reduced due to an intentional mixing of students from divergent backgrounds in each 

school. That is there is not much variability in the schools regarding free/reduced lunch 

status because a student from one area (e.g. a high poverty area) could be bused to a 

school that is in a traditionally affluent area and vice versa. Third, there was significant 

correlation between freelreduced price lunch status and standardized test scores when 

data were aggregated to the school level for analysis. Once school-level standardized test 

scores were removed from the equation school level status and school climate were found 

to be significant predictors of risky behaviors, accounting for 83.5% of the variance. 

This supports previous literature (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005; Arnett, 1999) and shows 

that older adolescents (i.e, high school students) report engaging in risky behavior more 

frequently than younger adolescents (middle school students). These later analyses show 

that middle school students report both more positive perceptions of school climate and 

less frequent participation in risky behaviors. 

Lastly, regarding gender differences, this study's findings differ from the majority 

of past research in which males more frequently reported engaging in deviant behavior 

(specifically alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use). However, results from a study 

conducted by Poulin, Hand, Boudreau, and Santor (2005) had found that females were 

more likely than males to report having consumed alcohol in the absence of heavy 

episodic drinking whereas the prevalence of heavy episodic drinking did not differ 

significantly in terms of gender. The Poulin et al. study (2005) also evaluated the level of 

depression of the adolescents and found that depression was more prevalent in female 
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adolescents than male adolescents and that increasing levels of problematic alcohol use 

were associated with an increasing probability of depressive disorder. 

Study Limitations 

A number of limitations in this study should be noted. First, there was little 

variation in the student perceptions of school climate and risky behavior. Students in this 

sample had relatively high/positive perceptions of school climate and reported engaging 

in risky behaviors relatively rarely. For example the range of answers given on the 

school climate scale was 27.63 to 37.63 with higher numbers indicating a more positive 

school climate. The range of answers given on the risky behavior scale was from 32.24 

to 39.50 with a maximum of 40.0 (indicating no participation in deviant behaviors). 

Second, the sample size used to analyze school level data was relatively small 

with only 42 schools represented in the sample. Additionally, since the study took place 

at school during class time, with teachers present, the environment may have engendered 

feelings of discomfort, even though a commitment to anonymity was made to the 

respondents. Finally, since the measure of risky behaviors was based on self-report, the 

extent to which scores reflected actual behavior can only be presumed. 

Implications for Practice 

This study complements past research in informing schools on the value of 

promoting a positive school climate. Furthermore, this study helps alert teachers to the 

risky behaviors that adolescents are participating in, specifically the use of alcohol and 

other drugs, and the impact that fostering a positive school climate has on it. Congruent 

with the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977), and social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) results reported here support the 
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importance of considering not only individual characteristics but how those individual 

characteristics interact with an individual's environment (in this case, the school 

environment) to contribute to the development of deviant behavior. School climate is a 

construct which encompasses different aspects of a student's experience in school such as 

one's sense of belonging to the school, satisfaction, teacher-student relationships, and 

quality of peer relationships and this study highlights the importance of focusing on those 

aspects to achieve more positive outcomes for the student. 

This study joins past research in informing society of the increase in participation 

in risky behaviors as the individual navigates through adolescence (Rudasill et aI., 2010; 

Cook, Buehler, & Henson, 2009; Coker & Borders, 2001; Arnett, 1999). This research 

demonstrates that as a student gets older hislher participation in risky behaviors increases. 

This study, in conjunction with past research, can help guide the implementation of 

prevention programs at the appropriate stage in development to help inhibit the initiation 

of risky behaviors. Additionally, it can help guide the implementation of intervention 

programs to address risky behaviors that are already prevalent in high schools. 

Specifically, the transition from middle to high school has been suggested to be a 

very difficult transition for students (Voisin, 2006). This transition can lead to poor 

academic performance, self image, perceived social support, and perception of the quality 

of school life (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). The students, in fact, typically report a 

decrease in their connectedness with teachers. The literature, however, suggests that 

adolescents' positive relationships with teachers are connected to a range of healthy 

outcomes, such as prosocial behavior, engagement in school, and belongingness to school 
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(Wentzel, 2002); and low levels of connectedness with teachers are associated with 

reports of more risky behaviors (Voisin, 2006). 

As is suggested by this study, positive school climate is seen as a protective 

factor (i.e., those factors that reduce the likelihood of problem behaviors) in that it is 

linked to less participation in risky behaviors. In conjunction with results showing a 

significant difference in the participation in risky behaviors from middle to high school 

(high schools showing more frequent risky behaviors) the need for prevention programs 

starting in middle school as well as more focus on the quality of the school climate during 

the transition from one school to the other is evident. 

As previously stated, research has shown the importance of protective factors in 

playing a part to decrease students' participation in deviant behaviors such as substance 

use. Hirschi's Social Control theory (1969) further highlights the importance of bonding 

to the institution of school. In fact, this type of bonding, once strongly established, might 

serve as the mechanism by which deviant behavior is inhibited (Catalano, Haggerty, 

Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkings, 2004). Furthermore, strong school bonding has shown to 

be associated with less tobacco, alcohol, and drug use, and other delinquent behaviors 

(Catalano et aI., 2004). With this said, in conjunction with the current findings showing 

that a positive perception of school climate has a positive relationship with less 

participation in risky behaviors an increase on the focus of school climate could help 

guide change in schools. 

Implications for Future Research 
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To build upon the current findings, future research could focus on the many 

different aspects of school climate and how each of those aspects contributes to the 

participation in risky behavior. For example, encompassed in the variable of school 

climate are teacher-student relationships, sense of safety, quality of peer relationships, 

and feelings of belong ingl connectedness. To pinpoint which of these aspects of school 

climate most significantly contribute to the participation in risky behavior could help 

more specifically guide interventions to promote change. 

This study replicates prior research and heightens the focus on the increase in 

participation in risky behaviors as the adolescent progresses in age. There is a clear 

progression in the participation of risky behaviors from almost no endorsement of 

participation in risky behaviors at age 11 to significantly more participation as the student 

gets older, which is highlighted in this study. However, future research could focus on 

identifying the specific age at which an individual goes from no participation to 

significantly more will help in identifying the appropriate age to start intervening or 

implementing prevention programs to inhibit the behavior from progressing. 

In addition to the findings of the relationship of school climate and participation 

in risky behaviors; future research should explore other educational outcomes as they 

relate to these variables. For example, school attendance, staying in school longer, and 

grades could be examined to evaluate their relationship to school climate and 

participation in risky behaviors. A longitudinal study could examine school climate as it 

relates to school attendance over time and ultimately staying in school longer. 

Additionally, grades could be evaluated over time to see how they relate to participation 

in risky behaviors and school climate measures. 
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Prospective, experimental studies could explore whether interventions that 

promote more positive school climates cause adolescents to engage less frequently in 

risky behaviors. An experimental design in which an intervention targeted at promoting 

more positive school climates could be put in place and then evaluated to see if this 

caused a decrease/change in the resulting frequency of participation in deviant behaviors. 

In addition to the findings of the current study in which an urban population was 

evaluated, future studies could evaluate individuals in different contexts (e.g. rural areas, 

small schools). Research consistently suggests that small high schools are in a better 

position than large schools to create a stronger sense of belonging (Cawelti, 1995; Ma, 

2003). Additionally, research has suggested that attendance at small schools resulted in 

better student involvement, better interpersonal relationships, and easier management of 

individual and cooperative practices (Ma, 2003). 

The research on emotional constructs as they relate to the participation in risky 

behaviors is limited. However, past research has shown associations with adolescents' 

risk-taking behaviors and depression (Poulin et aI., 2005). Future studies could help to 

build upon the findings in the Poulin et ai. (2005) study in which they found that 

depression is more prevalent in female adolescents than male adolescents and that 

increasing levels of problematic alcohol use are associated with an increasing probability 

of depressive disorder. Furthermore, future studies could implement intervention 

strategies such as individual therapy and evaluate if there is a decrease or change in the 

level of depression and hence the participation risk-taking behaviors such as alcohol use. 
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