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ABSTRACT 
 

 The implementation of school resource officers on school campuses has steadily 

risen since the early 2000s. Concerns about school safety are frequently discussed in tension with 

concerns about the increasing criminalization of childhood behavior and the scope of duties 

tasked to a school resource officer. This paper analyzes the presence of a school resource officer 

on a school campus and the impact that presence may have on  a student’s academic 

performance, both by itself and net of control variables closely associated with the presence of a 

school resource officer. I use three models to assess the relevance of school resource officer 

presence on academic performance and discuss the relative importance of environmental and 

social factors on middle and high school students’ grades as measured by the traditional letter 

system. Findings suggest that the presence of a school resource officer on a school campus is not 

a deleterious factor for student academic achievement in and of itself, but it is closely correlated 

with other variables related to academic achievement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Schools employ a wide range of measures to keep students safe. These measures 

range from more stringent building access rules, to visible mechanical security tools such as 

metal detectors and surveillance cameras, to increased formal and informal security personnel. 

One such formal security personnel category is that of the school resource officer, a law 

enforcement official specifically assigned to a school. 

 School resource officers serve a number of functions for the schools to which they are 

assigned. They perform traditional law enforcement duties such as patrolling school grounds and 

responding to official calls for service, and also may engage in other activities meant to educate 

students about the law and assist with school safety plans. Increasingly, school resource officers 

are being relied upon by school administrations as a source of general discipline, getting 

involved in daily school discipline and administering punishments for student behavior (Fisher, 

B., and Hennessy, E. 2016). Proponents of school resource officers claim that they foster a safer 

school environment and provide a positive role model to students (Canady et al., 2012). 

Conversely, critics of school resource officers have argued that not only does the presence of a 

school resource officer create a more punitive disciplinary culture, but actively perpetuates the 

“school-to-prison” pipeline (Ryan, Katsiyannis, and Counts, 2017). This concern is exacerbated 

by concerns surrounding exclusionary disciplinea practices and how the involvement of a school 

resource officer may exacerbate the negative effects thereof. What once would have been a trip 

to the principal’s office is now an arrest and trip to the police station, “criminalizing” the student 

                                                
a “Exclusionary discipline” is discipline that removes the student from the learning environment, “excluding” them 
from participating therein. 
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behavior and unnecessarily heightening the consequences of that behavior (Christle and Jolivette, 

2005).  

 The impact the presence of a school resource officer may have on a student’s academic 

performance is further complicated by the relationship that students, especially minority students 

or students from low-income neighborhoods, may have with law enforcement generally. It is 

important to note that school resource officers are not the same as security guards – while they 

serve a similar function, a school resource officer is a fully commissioned, sworn law 

enforcement official. Many school safety measures, including the presence of a school resource 

officer, tend to be more prevalent in schools where 76 percent or more  students are eligible for 

free or reduced-price lunch (Musu et al., 2018). Recent studies have indicated that the consistent 

exposure to law enforcement in a student’s own community may have a negative impact on test 

scores (Legewie, Farley, and Stewart, 2019) and may also have an indirect impact on the 

likelihood of a given student graduating from high school.  These long-term educational 

implications are incredibly important, but ultimately, little light has been shed on whether the 

presence of a school resource officer has a measurable impact upon the short-term academic 

performance of the students whom that officer is ostensibly meant to protect.  

However, the statements above presuppose that a student is not only aware of the 

presence of a school resource officer on campus, but also that their presence in and of itself is a 

threat to academic performance in and of itself, rather than being indicative of other factors that 

may have larger impact upon a student’s school career. The current study seeks to determine 

what, if any, correlation exists between the presence of visible security personnel on a school 

campus and a student’s general, short-term academic performance. To examine this question, I 
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use data from the 2015 National Crime Victimization Survey School Crime Supplement to assess 

what connection, if any, a student’s awareness of the presence of a school resource officer has on 

the academic performance of that student. 

The results of this study will be able to shed light on the impact the presence of a school 

resource officer may or may not have on a student’s academic performance when the student is 

aware of that resource officer, as well as provide valuable insight for policymakers when 

assessing the necessity of school resource officers as a security measure in educational facilities. 

It also may illuminate ancillary factors that may fuel the perceptions of a need for a school 

resource officer, but in reality do not need one to address. 
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PRIOR STUDIES   
 

Background 

The use of security measures by academic institutions is on the rise. A 2018 report issued 

by the National Center for Education Statistics noted significant increases in the use of security 

cameras, controlled building access, and picture identification for staff and students alike over 

the past twenty years (Musu et al., 2018). The use of visible security personnel is not exempt 

from this trend; 42 percent of public schools had at least one school resource officer present at 

least one day a week during the 2015-2016 academic year, and 71 percent of students reported 

seeing a security guard or assigned police officer on their campus (Musu et al., 2018). 

The most common school-based law enforcement program is that of the school resource 

officer – a sworn law enforcement official assigned to work in a school and facilitate an 

environment that is safe and conducive to learning. (Weiler and Cray, 2011). School-based law 

enforcement programs have, in one form or another, been part of the American educational 

system since the mid-1950s (Weiler and Cray, 2011). The number of schools with an officer 

stationed within the school itself rose precipitously between 1975 and 1997, and then again from 

1997 to 2007 (Na and Gottfredson, 2011). While not entirely causal, this increase can largely be 

explained as a response to the rising violent crime rate between 1975 through 1989 (Price, 2009). 

In response to fear of crime coming from the streets into schools, as well as an increase in the 

visibility of school shooting incidents, advocates of the school resource officer model insisted 

that officers were necessary in order to secure the safety of campuses.  

School resource officers are intended to act as equal parts teacher, counselor, and law 

enforcement officer (Canady et al., 2012). However, despite these intentions, the actual role of a 
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school resource officer remains ambiguous, as there is no overarching accountability or advisory 

body to which they must report. Individually, school resource officers tend to identify their 

primary role as that of “law enforcer, followed by role model, educator, and even surrogate 

parent” (McKenna et al., 2017).  

 

Safety versus Surveillance: The Non-Exhaustive Impact of School Resource Officers on 

School Campuses 

A relatively small body of survey studies indicates that school resource officers may be 

effective in reducing school violence and increasing student perceptions of school safety 

(Raymond, 2010; Theriot, 2016). School resource officers also may be capable of reducing in-

school bullying and increasing positive perceptions of law enforcement generally in students 

(Ttofi and Farrington, 2011; Theriot, 2016). School administrators also tend to have a positive 

perception of school resource officers, generally believing that they effectively reduce 

problematic behaviors at school and increase school safety (May et al., 2004).  

Despite these positive findings, many other scholars and policymakers have claimed that 

the concerns with school resource officer programs outweigh whatever benefit they may provide 

to schools. These concerns are grounded in a variety of factors, from concerns about civil rights 

violations to decreases in school connectedness (Lynch et al., 2016; Theriot, 2016). By and large, 

the largest criticism of these programs is that they streamline the “school-to-prison pipeline” by 

placing an officer with the power to arrest students within the school itself. In some ways, it 

would appear a school resource officer is to act as a gatekeeper between external threats to the 

school environment and the internal workings on the school, and secondarily as an educational 
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point of contact for students. However, this does not tend to bear out in practice – school 

resource officers are increasingly involved in discipline wholly internal to the school (Fisher, B., 

and Hennessy, E. 2016). As the number of schools that employ school resource officers as a 

security measure increases, so does the amount of overall reported crime reported at those 

schools. Schools with school resource officers not only have higher recorded rates of serious 

crime, but also refer a higher percentage of crimes considered “non-serious” to law enforcement. 

Generally speaking, studies suggest that increased utilization of law enforcement by schools may 

facilitate higher rates of formal (as opposed to non-systemic and informal) processing of minor 

offenses, characterizing what could have been handled by school administrators as behavioral 

issues into criminal offenses handled by law enforcement (Kupchik, 2010; Na and Gottfried, 

2011). The criminalization of behavior in school is not just limited to behavior that people may 

consider violent or serious –non-violent “disorderly conduct” or status offenses like truancy are 

increasingly likely to trigger some type of sanction under the presence of a school resource 

officer. Literature suggests that the increased use of school resource officers in schools is 

additionally correlated with increases in school accountability, with schools now having an 

avenue by which to disenroll poorly performing and truant students (Hirschfield 2008). 

 

Role of the School Resource Officer in the Criminalization of Adolescent Behavior 

There is a wide-ranging qualitative selection of literature on the increasing 

criminalization of adolescent behavior. Since the mid-1990s, suspensions, expulsions, and 

school-based arrests have risen alongside blanket “zero tolerance” policies that have increased 

the severity of exclusionary punishment and decreased the nuance and discretion with which 



7 
 

school administrators and security personnel alike may navigate student behavior problems. All 

this is despite the fact that juveniles are less likely to be deterred by punishment severity, less 

capable of conceptualizing long-term consequences, and more likely to experience a greater 

negative impact of legal sanctions than their adult counterparts (Henning 2013).  

 

School Resource Officers and Exclusionary Discipline Practices 

Generally speaking, disciplinary actions in school may generate feelings of distance and 

disinterest from school in students, which in turn negatively influences their academic 

performance. (Steinberg and Lacoe, 2017; Theriot, 2016). Those feelings of alienation and 

detachment may be exacerbated if the discipline is exclusionary in some way. There is little 

evidence to support the effectiveness of exclusionary discipline practices, such as suspensions, 

expulsions, and arrests (Carter, Fine, and Russell, 2014; Morgan et al., 2014), and ample 

evidence to support its association with negative student outcomes and juvenile justice 

involvement (Farn, 2018). While exclusionary discipline may arguably create a less disruptive 

learning environment for students who are not being disciplined, it does so at the expense of the 

academic performance of the student being disciplined. Once a student is removed from school, 

they have fewer opportunities to engage in activities that would foster positive perceptions of 

school and feelings of connectedness to school, and are more likely to engage in delinquent 

behavior (Farn, 2018). The implications of involvement with the juvenile justice system go 

beyond academic performance. Becoming system-involved tends to decrease the probability of 

completing high school and enrolling in higher education, while simultaneously increasing the 

probability of involvement with the adult criminal system (Aizer and Doyle, 2015; Fabelo et al., 
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2011). Studies have indicated that merely being arrested, without even having to go to court, may 

double a student’s odds of dropping out of school – an arrest coupled with a court appearance 

quadruples those odds (Lynch et al. 2016). 

Despite these documented negative outcomes, exclusionary discipline practices are still 

common in schools generally, and more prevalent in school where a school resource officer is 

present. Between 2000 and 2014, exclusionary sanctions such as suspensions and expulsions rose 

by nearly 200 percent (Zhang et al., 2016). One meta-analysis from 2015 found that schools with 

a school resource officer present utilized exclusionary discipline practices approximately 21 

percent more often than schools without a school resource officer. (Fisher and Hennessey, 2015). 

The most negative outcome is borne out of the one method of exclusionary discipline available 

to school resources officers that would otherwise be unavailable to school administrators – arrest, 

and subsequent juvenile justice system involvement.  

 

Implications for Underrepresented and Minority Students 

There is a vast body of literature documenting how students of color and low-income 

students are systematically and disproportionately impacted by harsh police policies and school 

disciplinary procedure (Curran, 2016; Henning, 2013; Christle, Jolivette, and Nelson 2005). 

Schools often serve as a primary source of referral to the juvenile justice system; the presence of 

a school resource officer, whether intentionally or not, eases that referral process (Tseng and 

Becker, 2016). An analysis of school discipline data from the 2013-2014 school year highlighted 

that minority youth were largely overrepresented in school-based referrals to law enforcement 

and school-related arrests (Farn 2018). Simply put, Black and Latino students are at a higher risk 
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of being punished more severely and at a higher rate than their non-minority counterparts 

(Council of State Governments Justice Center and Public Policy Research Institute 2011). 

Social and economic conditions may also predispose school administrators and school 

security personnel to a particular course of action (punitive or otherwise). Staff and security 

personnel at schools that are characterized by poor social and economic conditions may find it 

easier to enact harsh disciplinary measures because they already view their students as on a track 

toward the criminal justice system. This “culture of punishment” normalizes what otherwise may 

be viewed as disproportionately punitive or harsh discipline to students and staff alike (Rios 

2011). 

 

School Resource Officers: Educators or Enforcers? 

As school resource officers have become increasingly involved in school discipline, 

alternative conflict resolution options have decreased in availability (Kupchik, 2010). While 

some school resource officers participate in educational or mentorship programming like Drug 

Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) or Peer Courts, law enforcement officers often are not 

prepared or qualified to work with children, which thus undermines their ability to mediate 

conflict in a way that is not grounded in their training as police officers (Whitaker et al. 2019). 

Rather, whether school resource officers take on educator or mediator responsibilities may be 

influenced by the socioeconomic status of the school to which they are assigned. A 2016 study 

found that school resource officers assigned to schools with low socioeconomic status or schools 

with a history of educational underachievement tended to act more as disciplinarians and 

enforcers (Lynch et al., 2016). By contrast, school resource officers assigned to schools 
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characterized as socially or educationally advantaged tended to act more as educators and 

performed more education-related functions (Lynch et al., 2016). 

It is not just the relationship that a student may have with their school that may influence 

the impact a school resource officer may have on their academic performance – a student’s 

relationship with law enforcement in their community, outside the classroom, may also have 

bearing on whether the presence of a school resource officer influences their performance in 

school. A 2018 study of New York City neighborhoods in which police adopted intensive 

“broken windows” policing strategies found that older Black boys (older than 12) who lived in 

those neighborhoods experienced marked decreases in academic test scores when compared to 

students who were not living in neighborhoods with intensive police presence (Legewie 2019). It 

is important to note that the study did not measure whether an individual student had actually 

encountered any law enforcement officers – rather, the study focused on what the impact of 

living in that neighborhood, which was experiencing a significant and aggressive law 

enforcement presence, was on the student. If aggressive policing in communities harms the 

academic performance of students living in those communities even when the students do not 

directly interact with or even encounter any law enforcement officials, it stands to reason that a 

law enforcement presence within school could foster a similar environment and inspire the same 

type of hypervigilance in students. This has particularly severe ramifications for Black boys 

entering high school, as Black boys begin to come into contact with law enforcement at a rate 

much higher than their White or Latino peers between the ages of 13 and 15 (Legewie 2019).  
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The Present Study 

Ultimately, while there is a large body of qualitative literature on the relationship 

between juvenile justice, school resource officers, and youth education generally, there is overall 

a dearth of quantitative empirical evidence evaluating the impact of school resource officers and 

security personnel on students and the school environment (Fisher 2018; Steinberg and Lacoe 

2017; Fisher and Hennessy 2016). What studies have been done are often limited by sample size 

or a lack of generalizability. Many of these difficulties can be attributed to the fact that there is 

not a lot of data on the topic that has been collected in a way that is reliable and rigorous. 

Guidelines governing school resource officers and security personnel vary from jurisdiction to 

jurisdiction, and sometimes even from school to school, so obtaining a representative sample in 

which the scope of the role of the school resource officer is uniform is very difficult.  

Additionally, the assignment of school resource officers to schools is not random; school 

districts with higher rates of economic or social disadvantage, or that are in areas which 

experience higher levels or crime, or that have higher disciplinary rates typically have a larger 

security presence in general, and thus comparing across school districts that do not have those 

same characteristics results in bias. I hope to address this bias in my own work by controlling for 

variables such as household income and neighborhood crime, but also by focusing on the 

general, short-term performance of the individual student (i.e., grades) as opposed to longer-term 

educational outcomes (e.g., graduation). Finally, there is the issue of endogeneity. Schools with 

relatively poor academic performance may be more likely to have school resource officers. 

Academic performance is impacted by a myriad of factors, and while it would be impossible to 

control for all of them, I am building on the work done generally on the correlation between 
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security measures and academic performance by examining student-level data in two groups – 

students who are specifically aware of a school resource officer or security guard on their 

campus, and those who are not. 

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model underpinning my analysis. As shown, I assume 

that the presence of a school resource officer is a function of three intentions: the perception that 

school resource officers make schools more safe; the desire to facilitate a “conducive learning 

environment” free of misconduct and behavior that otherwise distracts from educational goals, 

and; the potential for school resource officers to act as an educational resource and positive adult 

influence as well as disciplinarians. This in and of itself is unobjectionable; however, it fails to 

take into account the larger context in which young people interact with law enforcement. 

Environmental and cultural factors influence a student’s capacity for success; in addition to a 

host of general demographic and socioeconomic factors, one particular factor is engagement and 

involvement with the legal system and law enforcement. Interactions with the law and law 

enforcement outside of school is likely to have a direct impact on a student’s perception of a 

school resource officer, which in turn may influence their view of the school environment as a 

general matter.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model 
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DATA AND METHODS 
 
 

Data  

This study uses self-reported cross-sectional data from the National Crime Victimization 

Survey (“NCVS”), School Crime Supplement (“SCS”) to determine whether any correlation 

exists between a student being aware of the presence of a school resource officer or security 

guard on their campus, and their overall academic performance as measured by letter grades. The 

SCS has been administered every two years by the Bureau of Justice Statistics and the National 

Center for Education Statistics since 1973. The SCS is administered to eligible household 

members after a completed general NCVS interview.  

Eligible household members for the SCS are household members between the ages of 12 

to 18 who have been determined to have been a victim of at least one of the measured crimes in 

the National Crime Victimization Survey within the last six months. The survey is administered 

to youth ages 12–18 in participating NCVS households who were enrolled in any of the grades 

6–12 and attended public or private school for at least part of the school year concurrent with the 

survey year. The SCS asks about crimes that occurred at school and the characteristics of the 

household member’s school, neighborhood, and relationships as they pertain to school safety and 

perceptions of victimization. It also collects a host of demographic information.  

Household members who are homeschooled are not eligible for the SCS past screening 

questions, as many questions in the SCS are not relevant to homeschooling or a homeschool 

environment. School is defined as any institution designed to advance a person toward a high 

school diploma. Household members enrolled in college, night school, a specialized school not 

associated with academics, or seeking their GED were not considered eligible for the study. 
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Each month the U.S. Census Bureau selects respondents for the NCVS using a "rotating 

panel" design. Households are randomly selected and all age-eligible individuals become part of 

the panel. Households that participate in the National Crime Victimization Survey are tracked 

over time and provided with new iterations of the survey. Once in the sample, respondents are 

interviewed every six months for a total of seven interviews over a three-year period. The SCS is 

given after the conclusion of the NVCS interview once a household member is determined as 

eligible for the SCS. The analyses here are based on responses collected in the 2015 SCS 

between January 2015 and June 2015.  

 Of the NCVS-eligible households, there were 9,552 individual household members 

eligible for the additional SCS. Of those SCS-eligible household members, 5,469 (58.4%) 

completed the SCS interview. The remaining 41.6% did not complete the SCS interview. 

Household members who completed an SCS interview did so either individually, or via a proxy 

household member if the SCS-eligible household member was absent or considered physically or 

mentally unable to answer the questions. Proxy interviews accounted for approximately eight 

percent of all SCS interviews. 

 Because the NCVS sample is meant to represent the United States population 12 years 

and older, population estimates can be generated from the sample cases. In order to draw those 

estimations with accuracy, the SCS data has been weighted in order to adjust for overall 

population size and for noninterviews. The SCS public use file provides two weights – one for 

NCVS estimates generally, and one for SCS estimates specifically. Modifications to the regular 

NCVS weighting method are necessary for the SCS file because the eligible population for the 

SCS differs from that of the NCVS, and it is possible for an individual respondent to respond to 
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the NCVS but not the SCS. The weighted student completion rate for both the NCVS and the 

SCS was 57.8%, and the overall weighted SCS unit response rate (calculated by multiplying the 

household completion rate by the student completion rate) was 47.7 percent.  I used the available 

individual weight variables within the SCS dataset in order to account for any potential sampling 

or selection bias in my analysis.  

In order to analyze the largest sample possible, I only excluded respondents who either 

did not answer questions necessary to the analysis or were considered SCS noninterviews. All 

respondents were asked a series of questions about their household, their school, their 

neighborhood, and their grades.  

 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable in this regression analysis is an individual student’s grades as 

generally reported by the student. The grades were recorded by the SCS as a self-reported 

average of what the student “usually” receives as a grade. Responses were coded as 1=“Mostly 

As,” 2=“Mostly Bs,” 3=“Mostly Cs,”  4= “Mostly Ds,” and 5=”Mostly Fs.” Students who did 

not answer this question were not included as part of my analysis. Approximately sixteen percent 

(859) of students who were interviewed using the SCS did not provide an answer to this question 

or answered that their school did not utilize letter-grade equivalents. 

 

Key Explanatory Variable 

The key explanatory variable in this study is the awareness of a presence of a school 

resource officer or security guard, as reported by the individual student. The awareness of the 
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student is measured by their answer to the question “Does your school have a security guard or 

police officer”. Respondents were grouped into “SRO” and “not-SRO” groups accordingly. A 

few students (3) indicated that they did not know whether or not an SRO or security guard was 

present on their campus. These responses are treated as missing values for the purpose of this 

analysis, as the respondents were neither certainly aware nor unaware of the presence of an SRO 

on campus. The survey conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics indicated that 

approximately 42 percent of schools had a school resource officer present on campus at least 

once a week during the 2015-2016 school year. However, because the National Crime 

Victimization Survey School Crime Supplement survey data does not differentiate between a 

school resource officer (i.e., a dedicated sworn law enforcement official who is assigned to work 

on a school campus) and a security guard (i.e., an employee of the school or school district who 

is not a sworn law enforcement official), this study may over-estimate the number of school 

resource officers and thus over-estimate their impact on academic achievement. 

 

Other Explanatory and Control Variables 

The majority of control variables in this analysis were included in order to account for 

factors traditionally associated with poor relationships with law enforcement and poor academic 

performance, as well as endogeneity in the analysis. They draw from a host of demographic 

characteristics traditionally used as control variables (e.g., sex, household income, race) as well 

as environmental factors that may have an impact on a student’s relationship with school (e.g., 

school’s level of social control through security measures, general involvement with the school 

community, level of crime in the school’s neighborhood). 
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Home Environment and Sample Characteristic Variables 

 An ordinal measure of household income of the individual respondent was included as a 

proxy variable for socioeconomic status of the respondent, which may influence school 

attendance and the likelihood of the presence of a school resource officer on their campus. 

Household income has four categories: under $20,000 annually; between $20,000 and $39,999 

annually; between $40,000 and $74,999 annually, and; over $75,000 annually.  

An ordinal measure of  percentage of students eligible for reduced-price lunch was also 

included as a proxy variable for the general socioeconomic status of the school in which the 

respondent was enrolled, as that also may influence the likelihood of the presence of a school 

resource officer or security guard on campus. The categories were organized as follows: between 

0 to less than 20 percent; 20 to less than 50 percent; 50 percent or more, and; private school. 

Similarly, a school’s geographic location, public or private status, and demographic 

makeup may influence the likelihood of a school resource officer’s presence on campus (See 

Table 2). Descriptive and demographic variables were generated and included in the final model 

in order to control for differences across populations overall, and also to be able to draw 

conclusions about specific populations.  

A dummy variable was coded for the sex of the individual respondent (1= male, 0 = 

female). Age was coded as a numeric variable corresponding to the respondent’s actual age, and 

grade was coded between fifth and twelfth grade (or other) as a numeric variable corresponding 

to the respondent’s self-reported grade level in school. A series of dummy variables were coded 

to account for race (White, Black, Asian, Hispanic Origin, and Other).  (See Table 1 for key 

demographic statistics of the sample). Variables indicating whether the school was located in an 
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urban or rural environment (1=city, 2=suburban, 3=town, 4=rural) and in which census region 

the school was located (1=Northeast, 2=Midwest, 3=South, 4=West) were coded in order to 

assess the difference in school resource officer deployment as well as academic achievement 

across these geographical boundaries. 

Table 1: Select Demographic Characteristics of Sample 

Demographic 
Characteristic 

 Number of cases Percentage of sample 

Gender    
 Male 2,787 50.96 
 Female 2,682 49.04 
Age    
 12 767 14.20 
 13 828 15.33 
 14 808 14.96 
 15 746 13.81 
 16 782 14.48 
 17 718 13.29 
 18 752 13.92 
    
Grade Level    
 Fifth or under 60 1.20 
 Sixth 421 8.41 
 Seventh 759 15.16 
 Eighth 766 15.30 
 Ninth 784 15.66 
 Tenth 718 14.34 
 Eleventh 675 13.48 
 Twelfth 580 11.58 
 Other 9 0.18 
    
Race    
 White 4,303 78.68 
 Black 670 12.25 
 Asian 246 4.50 
 Other race 250 4.57 
Hispanic Origin    
 Hispanic Origin 1346 24.61 

1. Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
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School Environment and Student Involvement Variables 

 Variables for both individual safety measures and an aggregate variable with the overall 

number of safety measures that a respondent perceives that their school employs are included in 

the model in order to account for collinearity between safety measures already in place and the 

specific use of SROs and visible security guards. Specifically, presence of metal detectors, 

presence of adult non-security supervisors, whether the school locks its doors during the school 

day, school ID badge requirements, whether school guests sign in to campus, presence of 

security cameras, the existence of a robust code of conduct, and whether the school conducts 

locker checks are all dummy variables that takes on the values of one for yes and zero for no. 

There is also an total safety measures variable which is a continuous aggregate variable that 

notes the total number of security measures a school employs.  

Similarly, variables that are positively associated with higher grades, such as 

participation in school-sponsored prosocial activities (e.g., student government, athletics) and 

positive adult and peer relationships, are included to control for potential bias (See Table 2).  

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Select Variables 

 Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Average Grades 1.764 (A- / 
B+) 

0.778 1 (Mostly As) 5 (Mostly Fs) 

Household income 2.9 (~$40,000 
annually) 

1.06 1 (Less than 
$20,000) 

4 ($75,000+) 

Prosocial Activities: 
Total 

1.007 1.147 0 7 

Safety Measures: Total 5.91 2.767 0 10 
1. Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
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Dummy variables for seven discrete prosocial activities which take on the values of one 

for yes and zero for no were created (athletics, spirit groups, performing arts groups, academic 

clubs, community service participation, student government, and other prosocial activities), as 

well as a continuous aggregate variable denoting the total number of activities in which a student 

participates. Ordinal measures of whether a respondent has at least one positive adult 

relationship and positive peer relationship were created as variables, where 1 = “strongly agree”, 

2= “agree”, 3 = “disagree”, and 4= “strongly disagree” were included to account for the impact 

feeling supported in an academic environment may have on student performance.   

 

Data Limitations 

Because the School Crime Supplement is a supplement to the National Crime 

Victimization Survey, it only includes respondents who have been determined to have been a 

victim of the measured crimes in the National Crime Victimization Survey within the preceding 

six months, and the School Crime Supplement is only administered after the conclusion of the 

initial National Crime Victimization Survey interview. The survey completion rate for students 

was 58 percent; the overall unweighted response rate was 48 percent. Thus, while the number of 

eligible households was high (approximately 192,111), the sample is may not be entirely 

representative of the population generally. Further, as the National Crime Victimization Survey 

focuses exclusively on individuals who have been the victims of a crime, the study sample may 

over-represent students in neighborhoods and schools with high crime levels. Because the dataset 

is self-reported, there may be some bias within the sample toward students who perform well in 
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school, as it is more likely that students who perform well in school are willing to be open about 

their success relative to their less successful peers. 

 

Empirical Model and Estimation Strategy 

Ordered logistic regression is used to determine to what extent, if any, a correlational 

relationship exists between a student’s awareness of school resource officers or security guards 

in their school and that student’s academic achievement in terms of grades. Ordinal regression is 

a predictive tool allowing the exploration of the relationship between categorical and ordinal 

independent variables and an ordinal dependent variable.  A series of incremental models are 

estimated to assess the factors associated with student grades. The parallel regression assumption 

was tested for all three models using a Brant test; each model was found not to be in violation.  

 

Model 1. As shown in Table 4, Model 1 was an ordered logit regression of academic 

performance on the presence of an SRO. Without any control variables, the odds of getting 

mostly Fs versus higher grades is 1.25 more times more likely in the presence of an SRO officer. 

With a Wald test score of 9.71 and p-value of 0.002, the model is statistically significant overall; 

however, SRO presence as a variable is only statistically significant at the 5% level.  

 

Model 2. Model 2 adds other independent variables theoretically associated with high 

academic achievement in student. These variables include: total safety measures employed by 

the school; total prosocial activities in which the student is involved; positive adult influence at 

school; positive peer influence at school; relative socioeconomic status of the school (as 
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indicated by the percentage of the student population eligible for free lunch program); and 

student’s perceptions of crime levels in their school and home neighborhoods. 

With a Wald test score of 393.96 and a p-value of 0.000, the model is overall statistically 

significant. This model indicates that, controlling for other variables anticipated to influence 

students’ grades, the student’s awareness of the presence of an SRO or security guard  on 

campus is not a strong predictor of academic achievement (p=0.162).  Students in schools with 

SRO officers or security guards are 1.12 times more likely to report earning mostly Fs versus 

higher grades, after controlling for involvement in prosocial activities, the presence of a positive 

adult influence in a student’s life, and a student’s perception of high crime in their own 

neighborhood. The model indicates that there is a negative correlation between prosocial 

involvement and grades – for every prosocial activity a student is involved in, they are 

approximately 38% less likely to have mostly Fs compared to higher grades (OR=0.62, 

p=0.000).  

The presence of a supportive adult at school is also negatively correlated with grades in 

this model – the more supportive they believe at least one adult in their life is, the less likely it is 

that the student will have mostly Fs compared to higher grades. Similarly, the model indicates 

that the less dangerous students believe their home and school neighborhoods are, the more 

likely it is the student will achieve higher grades.  

 

Model 3. Model 3 expands upon Model 2 by including a host of additional control 

variables assumed to be associated both with student grades as well as the presence of an SRO or 

security officer on campus. With a Wald score of 452.50 and a p-value of 0.000, the model is 
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overall statistically significant. In this model, the statistical significance of prosocial involvement 

(OR = 0.64; p-value = 0.000) and positive adult influence (OR= 1.45; p-value = 0.000) remained 

the same; a student’s perception of crime in their home neighborhood (OR= 0.85; p-value = 

0.005) decreased in statistical significance, remaining significant only at the 5% level, and the 

statistical significance of a student’s perception of crime in their school’s neighborhood 

(OR=0.84; p-value = 0.010) increased to significance at the 5% level. 

Control variables that are statistically significant at the 1% level are: age at sixteen 

(OR=1.50; p-value = 0.001); sex (OR=1.69; p-value = 0.000) and living in a house with a 

household income over $40,000 (between $40,000-$74,999 annually has an OR=0.65and a p-

value of 0.001; income higher than $75,000 annually has an OR=0.46 and a p-value of 0.000). 

Being eighteen years old was statistically significant at the 5% level (OR=1.54; p-value = 0.009).  

Higher household income is positively associated with an increase in grades; odds ratios 

indicate that students who come from households with an annual income greater than $40,000 

are anywhere between 46% and 65% more likely to have high grades than individuals who come 

from households making less than $20,000 annually. Additionally, male students are 52% more 

likely to have lower grades than their female counterparts.  
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Table 3: Odds Ratios from Ordered Logit Models Predicting Grades 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

SRO Presence 1.23** 1.12 1.11 
Student’s Prosocial 
Activity Involvement at 
School 

-- 0.62***  0.64*** 

Positive Adult 
Influence 

-- 1.42*** 1.45*** 

Positive Peer Influence -- 1.1 1.01 
School Safety Measures -- 0.98 0.98 
Percentage of Students 
Qualified for Free 
Lunch Program 

-- 1.09* 1.0 

Student Perception of 
Neighborhood Crime - 
Home 

-- 0.82*** 0.85** 

Student Perception of 
Neighborhood Crime - 
School 

-- 0.86* 0.84** 

Age -- --  
13 -- -- 1.02 
14 -- -- 1.31* 
15 -- -- 1.31* 
16 -- -- 1.5*** 
17 -- -- 1.4* 
18 -- -- 1.54** 
Sex - Male -- -- 1.69*** 
Race - White -- -- 0.94 
Household Income -- --  
$20,000-$39,999 -- -- 0.80* 
$40,000-$74,999 -- -- 0.65*** 
$75,000+ -- -- 0.46*** 
Census Region -- --  
Midwest -- -- 1.22 
South -- -- 1.11 
West -- -- 1.29* 

1. Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
2. Weighted using the probability weights provided in the National Crime Victimization Survey, School 
Crime Supplement 2015 dataset 
3. Level of statistical significance:  ^ <= 0.10; * <=0.05; ** <=0.01; ***<=0.001 
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Study Limitations  

Although the primary driving factor for using SROs in schools is that they make those 

campuses safer, this study does not touch on the question of whether that claim is valid. This is 

due both to the nature of the question explored as well as the nature of the data being analyzed. 

The entirety of the SCS sample is comprised of individuals who at one point were the victim of a 

crime as defined by the NVCS. As there are no non-victims in the sample, I cannot control for 

victimization as a confounding variable. Victimization or feelings of victimization may skew 

data on the validity of SROs fostering a safer-feeling environment, as SCS participants may have 

already felt more unsafe in school relative to their peers due to their status as a victim. There is 

also no data in the study as to when SROs or other safety measures were implemented in schools, 

and thus I cannot control for desensitization to or, conversely, novelty of, safety measures to 

students.  

As with most complex issues in policy, many of the control variables in this study are 

collinear to a degree due to their interrelated nature (e.g., specific presence of security guards and 

presence of generic visible security measures. Additionally, I am unable to control for juvenile 

justice system involvement as a confounding variable in this particular analysis, as that 

information was not collected for the dataset. I am also unable to control for the specific duties 

engaged in by a given SRO on a school campus, as this was not data collected in the survey. 

 

Results 

 That SRO presence was only statistically significant at the 5% level even in Model 1 

indicates that SRO presence may be less of a strong predictor of student academic achievement 
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than other variables which may be correlated with the presence of an SRO (e.g., high-crime 

school neighborhood). Model 2 bears out the implications of Model 1 – SRO presence is 

statistically insignificant overall, while other variables associated with a student’s relationships at 

school and their perception of crime and safety at school and at home. The statistical significance 

of SRO presence is decreased even further in Model 3, which controls for a host of demographic 

and environmental variables.  

The findings in Model 2 and Model 3 are both consistent with the idea that a safe 

environment in which a student feels engaged and respected will facilitate a positive and 

successful learning experience. They also are consistent with the idea that SRO presence may be 

a symptom more than a primary cause of negative influence on student academic achievement. 

Despite SRO presence not being statistically significant in and of itself in either Model 2 or 

Model 3, schools with school resource officers stationed do tend to be associated with lower 

academic achievement (See Table 4).  
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Table 4: Comparative Average Grades of Students by Select Demographic Considerations 

Select School Characteristics  

 
Minority Students 

Composition 
>50% 

Percent of Students 
Qualifying for Free 

Lunch Program >50% 
High-Crime Neighborhood 

 SRO No 
SRO SRO No SRO SRO No SRO 

Average Grades       
Mostly As 478 122 467 172 111 31 
Mostly Bs 632 124 661 190 129 38 
Mostly Cs 234 47 241 70 67 16 
Mostly Ds 27 4 28 7 10 2 
Mostly Fs 10 1 7 3 2 1 

Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
 

Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
 

School Location 
 City Suburban Town Rural 

 SRO No 
SRO SRO No 

SRO SRO No 
SRO SRO No 

SRO 
Average Grades         

Mostly As 371 116 536 207 118 71 225 148 
Mostly Bs 453 82 525 154 133 82 235 144 
Mostly Cs 162 24 178 37 49 38 68 46 
Mostly Ds 17 1 16 3 6 4 8 7 
Mostly Fs 5 1 9 2 0 1 3 2 

Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
 

Annual Household Income 

 < $20,000 $20,000-$39,999 $40,000-$74,999 Over $75,000 

 SRO No 
SRO SRO No 

SRO SRO No 
SRO SRO No 

SRO 
Average Grades         

Mostly As 98 37 171 72 278 116 508 267 
Mostly Bs 148 42 304 90 306 112 361 152 
Mostly Cs 92 22 90 31 107 34 90 33 
Mostly Ds 13 4 14 3 11 4 8 4 
Mostly Fs 2 3 5 1 3 1 5 0 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  
 

The goal of this study was to determine whether the mere presence of a school resource 

officer on a school campus could impact the academic achievement of the students in that school. 

Analysis of the available data indicates that the mere presence of a school resource officer does 

not have strong predictive power in relation to academic achievement. However, factors that may 

contribute to the presence of a school resource officer on a given campus, such as the relative 

socioeconomic status of the school and the student’s perception of crime in and around school 

campus, do appear to have statistically significant influence upon academic achievement. 

Demographic variables of note that possess statistically significant predictive power in 

the above models are age, sex, and household income. While existing literature clearly 

establishes links between household income and grades, as well as sex and grades, the link 

between age and grades is unclear. A potential explanation is that students who are fourteen 

years and older are more likely to be in high school than their twelve- and thirteen-year-old 

counterparts (who are likely to be in middle school). High school grading tends to be more 

competitive than middle school grading. Further, students of sophomore and senior ages (16 and 

18 years old) may be more statistically significant than other ages because both of those ages are 

years treated with particular import for both academic and cultural responsibility. Sophomores 

and seniors are more likely to be dedicating their time to activities such as learning to drive or 

applying for colleges, which may in turn have an impact on their academic performance. 

Overall, it appears that it is the specific duties of a school resource officer as associated 

with the school, that may matter more to student academic achievement than their general 

presence in a school environment. As discussed in the literature review above, there is a negative 
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correlation between a school’s socioeconomic status and the amount of education work that a 

school resource officer performs – in other words, law enforcement behavior by SROs increases 

as a school’s socioeconomic status decreases. This correlation also exists when comparing SRO 

duties at schools with students who are more likely to go to college, and when comparing SRO 

duties at rural versus urban schools. 

This is consistent with the idea that criminalization of school discipline has 

disproportionately impacted minority students, students in urban areas, and students at low-

income schools (Hirschfeld, 2008). One potential way to mitigate this trend would be to create 

policies at the local or school level that clearly delineate the educational responsibilities of SROs 

while also actively circumscribing their disciplinary power to only serious and violent incidents. 

The line between school disciplinarian and criminal investigator is not as clear in practice as it 

may be in theory, and more specific memoranda of understanding between law enforcement 

agencies and the school districts they serve would help to more clearly hold that boundary.  

 

Future Research. Going forward, more research should be conducted into the specific 

duties that an SRO performs at a school and student’s perceptions of an SRO’s role on their 

campus in order to better inform policy decisions. This research should draw from a broad cross-

section of both SROs and students in order to account for differences in cultural context as well 

as in training. Qualitative research into the perceptions of not just students, but also law 

enforcement and school administrators, as to the role of school resource officers should also be 

performed in order to facilitate clearer communication and expectations between stakeholders. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Table A1: Coefficients from Ordered Logit Models Predicting Grades  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

SRO Presence 0.207** 0.11  0.10  
Student’s Prosocial 
Activity Involvement at 
School 

-- -0.48*** -0.44*** 

Positive Adult 
Influence 

-- 0.35*** 0.37*** 

Positive Peer Influence -- 0.09 0.01 
School Safety Measures -- -0.02 -0.02 
Percentage of Students 
Qualified for Free 
Lunch Program 

-- 0.08 -0.004 

Student Perception of 
Neighborhood Crime - 
Home 

-- 0.82*** -0.17** 

Student Perception of 
Neighborhood Crime - 
School 

-- -0.15* -0.17** 

Age -- --  
13 -- -- 0.21 
14 -- -- 0.27* 
15 -- -- 0.27* 
16 -- -- 0.41*** 
17 -- -- 0.33* 
18 -- -- 0.44** 
Sex - Male -- -- 0.52*** 
Race - White -- -- -0.06 
Household Income -- --  
$20,000-$39,999 -- -- -0.23* 
$40,000-$74,999 -- -- -0.43*** 
$75,000+ -- -- -0.77*** 
Census Region -- --  
Midwest -- -- 0.20 
South -- -- 0.10 
West -- -- 0.25* 

1. Source: National Crime Victimization Survey, School Crime Supplement 2015 
2. Weighted using the probability weights provided in the National Crime Victimization Survey, School 
Crime Supplement 2015 dataset 
3. Level of statistical significance:  ^ <= 0.10; * <=0.05; ** <=0.01; ***<=0.001 
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