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ABSTRACT 

This study is a quantitative analysis that identifies how secondary school environments 

impact students’ ability to persist in higher education. This analysis uses data from the 

National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 to analyze the problem using a logistic 

regression model. The analysis produced several significant findings tying a student’s 

negative perception of school environment and negative interactions with peers to a 

reduced likelihood of obtaining a bachelor’s degree: 

 Students who reported feeling unsafe in their secondary school environment were 

12.2 percent less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree; 

 The more students were threatened by student peers in school, their chances of 

completing a bachelor’s degree were reduced by16.6 percent; 

 The more students engaged in physical fights with student peers, their chances of 

completing a bachelor’s degree were reduced by 25.3 percent; 

 Students with poor disciplinary records were 26.7 percent less likely to attain a 

bachelor’s degree. Previous research links this finding with the other three – 

specifically, students who do not feel safe in school and are negatively influenced 

by peers will exhibit avoidant and unruly behavior. 

 Importantly, while students’ own behavior is important to academic performance, 

above and beyond their own deviant behavior, school environment factors were 
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still significantly related to whether or not students attained a bachelor’s degree 

by 2000. 

 

Policy and research implications are discussed. 
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Introduction 

Students in the United States of America do not choose to study in particular 

secondary school environments; rather, students are assigned to public schools based on 

geography, or to private and parochial schools based on their parents’ preferences and 

economic ability to fund private education.  The quality and type of secondary education 

a student receives is predominantly determined by socioeconomic status and domicile.  

Students have a greater opportunity to choose a higher education institution than a 

secondary institution. While limited by academic and financial qualifications, students 

may apply to as many higher education institutions as they choose. There are multiple 

steps to the college application process, most of which are explained by secondary school 

counselors and staff. Teachers and counselors also provide the resources to apply to 

college, such as information regarding college entrance exams, college brochures, and 

transcript requests for applications.  

Particularly in public schools, some students may be limited in their ability to 

apply to college based on the resources and information available to them. Thus, 

education policy has addressed higher education access issues based on socioeconomic 

and demographic factors that prevent students from learning about the college application 

process, or receiving the education necessary to apply.  

Research on higher education access has not sought to determine the link between 

secondary school environments and higher education outcomes. Interest in this topic 

stems from the work of Russian- American psychologist, Urie Bronfenbrenner, and his 

ecological systems theory. Bronfenbrenner asserts that there are four layers of a youth’s 

environment that affect his or her development: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the 
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macrosystem and the exosystem. The school setting lies within the microsystem, where a 

student’s development is directly affected by the immediate relationships and interactions 

therein (i.e., student to peer, student to parent, student to teacher). Additionally, the 

school environment plays a role in the next layer of a student’s environment, the 

macrosystem, where two microsystems (i.e., teacher and peer, teacher and parent) 

connect (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner’s theory provides a foundation for the 

following research that explains how students’ ability to attain higher education is 

affected by their secondary school environments.  The research identifies new areas for 

education policy to address higher education access issues.  

Literature Review 

Until now, policies addressing higher education access issues have ignored the 

effect of secondary school environments on students.  The research that focuses on this 

area of policy centers on understanding the relationship between a student’s 

socioeconomic status, race and ethnicity, family background, and other demographic and 

social variables to his or her access to higher education.  A Department of Education 

study of 1992 high school graduates that focused on how these students accessed higher 

education defined “at-risk” students as having one or more of the following 

characteristics: low SES quartile; single parent family; older sibling dropped out of 

school; changed schools two or more times; received average grades of C or lower, and 

repeated a grade.  Additionally, at-risk students were more likely to be Hispanic or black, 

non- Hispanic (Horn & Carroll, 1997).  

 Household income level is related to student enrollment in a 4-year institution. A 

Department of Education study of 1992 high school graduates found that 77 percent of 

high-income students enrolled in a 4-year institution compared to 33 percent of low-
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income students. When admitted, low-income students struggle to finance higher 

education.  Each year, roughly 405,000 college-ready students will not enroll in college 

due to financial constraints (Ficklen & Stone, 2002). Moreover, of those 1992 high 

school graduates considered at-risk, only 35 percent had enrolled in a college by 1994, 

compared to 64 percent of students with no risk factors (Horn et al., 1997). 

Race is correlated with household income in the United States. In 2009, the 

median income level for black families was $38,400; for Hispanic families $39,700.00; 

for white families $62,500.00; and Asian-Pacific Islander $75,000.00 (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2012). Policies addressing higher education access issues based on 

socioeconomic and demographic factors is warranted: only 26 percent of black, 18 

percent of Latino and Hispanic-Americans, and 24 percent of Native Americans and 

Pacific Islanders have at least an Associate’s degree (NCHEMS, 2007). 

The effect of demographic and economic risk factors on access to higher 

education is well known. What is less well known is how the environment of a secondary 

school affects higher education enrollment and persistence. For example, the definition of 

“at-risk” used in the Department of Education study fails to consider whether students 

who are engaged in gangs, drugs, violent and non-violent abuse, and other disruptive 

behavior in school impact their peers’ ability to access higher education. 

Disruptive student behavior and safety issues are a grave concern in our nation’s 

secondary school environments.  A 2010 Department of Education report on the state of 

safety in public schools found that 1.2 million high school students were the victims of 

non-fatal crime in the 2008- 2009 school year. In the 2007 -2008 school year 85 percent 

of schools reported at least one crime; 704,000 instances of school crime were reported to 
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the police; and 25 percent of schools reported that bullying among student peers occurred 

on a daily basis. Aside from violent and non-violent crime, 23 percent of high school 

students reported the presence of gangs, and 23 percent reported that drugs had been sold, 

given or offered to them (Zhang, Truman, Robers & Snyder, 2010).   

Since 2000, in response to crime, violence, and illegal activity within schools, 

school administrations have ramped up security measures within schools. Many of these 

efforts stem from the No Child Left Behind Act’s (2001) emphasis on promoting safe 

schools.  By the 2007-2008 school year, the average of schools imposing controlled 

access during school hours increased from 75 percent to 90 percent; school use of 

security cameras increased from 19 percent to 55 percent; and school use of telephones in 

classrooms increased from 45 percent to 72 percent (Zhang et al., 2010). However, 

efforts to increase security within schools are not always effective. For example, Mayer 

and Leone (1991) found that physical means to improve safety, such as metal detectors, 

locked doors, and the presence of security personnel produced more disorder than it 

reduced, and Mayer reiterated this finding in additional research in 1999. Research shows 

that security systems can alter the school environment and undermine the education 

processes in schools (Thompkins, 2000). 

Uncertainty plagues policies that try to target school safety issues and promote 

healthy school environments; without a school-level, standardized data collection system 

on violence and crime, schools lack access to tested and proven methods to increase 

safety within schools. Additionally, there is no standard definition of “safe” in regards to 

school environment or what constitutes a safe school (Mayer & Furlong, 2010). There are 

no common school safety indicators, and a school may be deemed “unsafe” after one 



5 
 

extremely violent incident, such as Columbine high school in 1999, when in general, it is 

a relatively ‘safe’ school (Mayer et al., 2010). 

Also, Welsh (2000) found that schools vary in their approaches to enforce order, 

particularly with regard to the communication and clarity of school rules and the effect 

that student behavior has on school policies. Research that links school safety factors to 

higher education has likely been unexplored due to the lack of streamlined school-level 

data on school safety measures. This research used student-reported indicators of school 

environment from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS: 88/00) 

to predict later persistence in attaining a higher education.  

 A student’s perception of school safety and school environment has a significant 

impact on his or her behavior in school.  There is substantial research linking a students’ 

negative perception of the school environment to his or her exposure to relational 

aggression in schools. The more a student perceives an unsafe school environment, the 

more likely they are to exhibit avoidant behaviors, such as skipping school, failing to do 

homework, or abstaining from extra-curricular activities (Kitsantis, Ware & Martinez-

Arias, 2004).  Mayer and Leone (1999) found a positive association between self-

protection mechanisms and school disorder. Students that perceived more school disorder 

were more likely to avoid school premises and were not prepared for academic 

participation and obligations during the school day.  Expanding this research, Welsh 

(2000) found that avoidant behaviors decreased when school rules were clearly 

communicated within a welcoming and structured school environment.  Welsh’s research 

posits that clear, fair rules are more effective at reducing offensive behavior than physical 

means to prevent school violence. 
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Exposure to disorderly school environments inhibits student learning and 

decreases student motivation. The classroom is the focal point of a student’s perception 

of the school environment. At the classroom level, student disruption is negatively 

correlated with a student’s willingness to learn (Koth et al., 2008).  Adding on to the 

findings of Fraser and O’Brien in 1985, Koth found that the more disruptive behavior 

students are exposed to in the classroom, the more likely students will have negative 

perceptions of the school environment and exhibit a decreased willingness to learn. 

Additionally, students associate a more orderly classroom with a more positive school 

atmosphere (Lawrence et al., 2005).  The connection between a student’s perception of 

school environment, the level of classroom disorder and a student’s academic motivation 

creates a vicious cycle; the more disorder a student experiences, the more likely that 

student will be referred for discipline or to exhibit avoidant behavior; the more frequently 

a student exhibits avoidant behaviors or engages in disorderly behavior, the less likely 

that student will prosper academically (Giani, 2008; Mayer et al., 1999; O’Keefe, 1998). 

 The teacher is critical in ensuring classroom cohesion and influences students’ 

perception of the school environment.  Ryan and Patrick (2001) found increased levels of 

teacher support decreased classroom disruption, and additional research has linked 

teacher support with students’ perception of the school atmosphere (Lawrence et al., 

2005; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Bowen, Richman, Brewster & Bowen, 1998).  In less 

disruptive and more cohesive classrooms, students are more willing to engage in their 

academics, and student engagement is directly linked with student achievement. School 

engagement decreases with age; elementary students are naturally more engaged in their 

academics than middle or high school students (Klem & Connell, 2009). Therefore, it is 
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critical but more difficult for teachers to provide support to high school students who are 

naturally inclined to disengage from their academics. These findings support the 

importance of this research that determines how secondary school environments affect 

students’ participation in higher education; high school students who perceive a 

disorderly school environment are at greater risk of academic failure than high school 

students that experience orderly school environments.  

The research presented here adds to a greater understanding of the barriers to 

higher education. These barriers are important to understand in order for the United 

States’ economy to prosper with an educated populace.  In 2010, only 17.7 percent of the 

United States population had a bachelor’s degree, and 7.6 percent held an associate’s 

degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In 2009, the median income for a bachelor’s degree 

was $56,600; associate’s degree $39,770; and high school graduate $30,600. Master’s, 

Doctorate and Professional degrees achieve the higher median income, at  $73,000, 

$103,000 and $128,800, respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

Additionally, research forecasts that our economy will lack 3 million 

postsecondary and higher educated workers by 2018, particularly in areas of managerial 

and professional office, healthcare, science, engineering and education (Carnevale, Smith 

& Strohl, 2010).  To compound this problem, our economy will continue to lag behind 

other, more educated economies: in 2010, only 42 percent of Americans between the ages 

of 25 and 35 had higher education degrees, compared to 55 percent of the same age group 

in other countries, such as Canada, Japan and South Korea (Carnevale & Rose, 2011). In 

order to keep our nation’s economy growing and competitive, it is time to critically look 

at all barriers to higher education, and to act upon reducing those barriers. 
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Hypotheses 

 

The analysis that follows identifies how secondary school environments affect 

students’ higher education outcomes. Motivated by the literature reviewed above, the 

following hypotheses were tested: 

1. Students who report feeling unsafe in their school environment will be less likely 

to attain higher education than students who report feeling comfortable in their 

school environment; 

2. Students who are negatively influenced by their peers, whether through fights, 

threats or drugs, in secondary school will have lower bachelor degree completion 

rates than students who are not;                                                                                                                                                               

3. Students who report disruptive behavior from other students will be less likely to 

attain higher education than students who do not. 

Previous research has indicated that socioeconomic status, race, and parental 

education influences students’ higher education attainment; hence, policies exist to 

address these barriers to higher education. Those factors are controlled for in this 

analysis, including gender and academic performance, to help identify the specific effect 

of school environment on higher education attainment. 
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Figure One: Conceptual Framework 
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Data Source 

 

The National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS: 88/00) was 

commissioned to study the experiences of high school students in the 1990s. NELS: 

88/00 was designed by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), United 

States Department of Education.  

The study followed a cohort of 8
th

 grade students, referred to as the base-year 

hereafter, through their secondary and postsecondary education experiences. Data 

collection began in 1988, and continued with follow-up surveys in 1990, 1992, 1994 and 

2000. For the base-year cohort, the follow-up surveys corresponded to 10
th

 grade, 12
th

 

grade, 4 years post-high school, and 8 years post-high school for students on a standard 

education track. Parents were also surveyed in the base-year and second follow-up; 

teachers and school administrators were surveyed in the base-year and first and second 

follow-ups.  Additionally, students who dropped out were surveyed in all follow-up 

collection rounds. This research focused on non-dropout respondents from public schools 

in the first follow-up study, 1990, and the fourth follow-up study, 2000. The figure below 

records the method of survey for each survey period.  

Figure 2. National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 data collection methods by 

data collection year 

 
Year Method 

Base Year 1988 Hand Written Questionnaires 

Follow-Up One, 1990 Hand Written Questionnaires 

Follow-Up Two, 1992 Hand Written Questionnaires 

Follow-Up Three, 1996 CATI and CAPI* 

Follow-Up Four, 2000 CATI and CAPI* 

 
* Computer Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI), and Computer-Assisted Personal Interviews 

 



11 
 

Data for this study was taken from the first follow-up in 1990, and the final 

survey in 2000. The analysis included a freshened sample that was added to the cohort in 

the first follow-up to account for survey attrition in the transition from a student’s 8
th

 

grade school in 1988 to the high school in 1990. Completion rates for public school 

respondents are reported in the table below: 

Table 1. Response rates of sub-groups within sample population 
Respondent 1990 unweighted 1990 weighted 2000 unweighted 2000 weighted 

Student 94.38% 91.66% 77.51% 83.32% 

Dropout 89.84% 90.97% 66.90% 87.62% 

Parents N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* 

Teachers Not available Not available N/A* N/A* 

School Admin 93.2 97.28 N/A* N/A* 

* Not every sub-group was sampled in each survey period. Data pulled from Curtin, Ingels, Wu, Heuer & 

Owings, 2002. Base-Year to Fourth Follow-up Data File User’s Manual. National Center for Education 

Statistics, U.S. Department of Education  

 

Sample Limitations 

 

This study sought to understand the relationship between secondary school 

environments and students’ higher education attainment. The secondary school 

population of NELS: 88/00 did not capture trends and changes of secondary school 

environments of the mid to late 1990s and 2000s.  

The lack of diversity within the sample, comprised mostly of white middle-class 

students in suburban areas, suggests that the study focused on our nation’s more 

privileged public school environments, and not on the more challenging environments of 

urban and low-income populations. Thus, the analysis captured trends in middle-class 

schools of the school environment’s affect on higher education attainment.  

Additionally, the information captured in the fourth follow-up study (2000) had 

greater response attrition compared to earlier collection rounds. This affected the ability 
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to reach encompassing conclusions regarding higher education outcomes for those who 

participated in the first follow-up study (1990).  

Analysis Plan 

 

Data was pulled from the first and fourth follow-up survey periods, 1990 and 

2000, to perform the analysis. The first follow-up, when students were in tenth grade, 

provided useful information to analyze the high school environment; the base-year survey 

was conducted when students were still in middle school in 1988, and the second follow-

up in 2002, when students were in their senior year, showed the results of the behavioral 

and academic trends captured in the first follow-up in 1990 (tenth grade). For example, a 

student who was exposed to drugs, threats and crime in their tenth grade year would play 

out the effects of exposure to these risk factors through the next few high school years, 

and their responses to questions of academic ambition, school environment, and their 

behavior may have varied greatly between 10
th

 and 12
th

 grade. Thus, information from 

tenth grade captured responses while students were still developing their high school 

experience and behaviors. 

A logistic regression was conducted in order to determine the effect safety levels 

in secondary schools had on a student’s higher education attainment. A logistic 

regression allows for two discrete outcomes, and the dependent variable identified 

whether or not students attained a bachelor’s degree.  

NELS: 88/00 is a comprehensive study and missing data is limited. Due to its 

minimal affect on the sample, missing cases were dropped from the analysis. 
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Dependent Variable 

 The dependent variable described a respondent’s level of education in 2000. This 

variable had 2 possible outcomes: No degree, or least a bachelor’s degree. Higher levels 

of degree (i.e., Master’s) were included in the bachelor’s degree response. This study was 

primarily concerned with a respondent’s ability to complete at least a bachelor’s degree. 

Independent Variables 

 

The independent variables were student- and teacher- reported. In the regression 

model, five variables were included to describe the secondary school environment. Two 

of these variables were student perceptions of school safety and their perceptions of 

classroom disruption by other students. Additionally, three continuous variables were 

included to describe the frequency that a student was offered drugs, was threatened, or 

engaged in a physical fight.  The five variables described above helped to assess students’ 

perceptions of their school environments, and the frequency with which they were 

negatively affected by the behavior of their peers. Additionally, as noted in the research, 

these variables helped to explain a student’s academic behavior and performance when 

exposed to factors that incite avoidant behaviors in the school context. These five 

variables were predicted to be negatively associated with higher education; that is, the 

more frequently a student reported exposure to risk behaviors, reported classroom 

disruption or perceived an unsafe school environment, it was expected that they would be 

less likely they to complete a higher education degree.  

The analysis also included two ordinal variables to illustrate a student’s academic 

ambition. Students reported what type of secondary curriculum they were enrolled in, and 

also reported the highest level of education they expected to attain. These variables 
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helped to show how particularly ambitious students may have been affected by their high 

school environment to achieve their academic goals, and were predicted to be positively 

associated with the dependent variable.  

Two composite variables described the behavior of students during school hours 

and other risky behavior, such as drug use. The research on this topic, described earlier, 

asserted that student behavior is negatively affected by exposure to disorderly classrooms 

and other perceptions of school environment. These behavior variables were included to 

demonstrate the effect of behavior on higher education attainment. The first variable 

described a student’s behavior during school hours and was created from five student-

reported variables. Students reported how often they were late to class, skipped school, 

were disciplined, received an in-school suspension and received an out of school 

suspension. The second composite risk variable described students’ drug use. Students 

reported their use of cocaine, marijuana and alcohol in the last 30 days and 12 months. 

These responses accounted for six variables that were combined into one variable to 

describe a student’s drug use.  

These two behavior variables captured important factors of a student’s risk 

behaviors and in- school behaviors that affected their academic engagement. The creation 

of the in-school behavior and the drug use composite variables were justified by factor 

analyses (Eigenvalue= 1.60; Eigenvalue= 2.49) that showed high correlation between the 

individual variables in each composite. These variables were predicted to be negatively 

associated with the dependent variable; the more a student used drugs or behaved 

improperly in school, the less likely that student would be to attain higher education.  
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Also, a teacher-reported composite variable was included in the logistic model. 

Two teachers for every student were interviewed during the second follow-up survey. 

Teacher respondents taught one of four core subjects: math, science, social studies or 

English. Four responses from each teacher, eight total, were combined into one 

composite variable to describe the teachers’ perception of the school environment. 

Teachers were asked to what extent they perceived drugs, weapons, gangs and fights 

amongst students to be a problem in the school environment. The inclusion of the 

teachers’ perspective, predicted to be negatively associated with the dependent variable, 

added a new perspective to student reports of the same issue. 

Control Variables 

In order to separate this research from other research that focuses on higher 

education trends among low-income students, several socioeconomic and demographic 

characteristics were controlled in the logistic regression. The students’ reported sex, race 

and socio-economic status and parents’ education levels were controlled.  Additionally, 

the sample only included responses from non-dropout public school students, and 

controlled for the location of the school, whether it was in a rural, suburban or urban 

location. It was expected that sex, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and parents’ 

education levels would be related to higher education. Specifically, it was expected that 

male students, Black non-Hispanic students, Hispanic students, students’ whose families 

were classified in a lower socioeconomic status at the time of the study, and students’ 

who had less formal education, would be less likely to complete at least a bachelor’s 

degree. Females were predicted to be positively associated with higher education, as 
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female participation in higher education has recently outpaced male participation (U.S 

Census Bureau ACS, 2006-2010). 

 Although unreported in the review of research, it was necessary to control for 

students’ academic performance that is naturally correlated with a student’s ability to 

persist in higher education. Unfortunately, NELS: 88/00 did not contain a variable to 

indicate academic performance (i.e., grade point average) in the publicly available data. 

Thus, four teacher-reported variables were included to describe a student’s academic 

performance, and were predicted to be positively associated with the dependent variable. 

These four variables were reported by two teachers for every student, two variables per 

teacher, and described whether a student was recommended for honors and worked hard 

in class. 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

 Table 2 represents the demographics of the sample population. The sample 

population is a balanced representation of socio-economic quartiles, with slightly more 

respondents in the third socio-economic quartile (30 percent), and fewer respondents in 

the lowest quartile (18 percent).  An overwhelming majority of respondents are white (75 

percent), limiting racial diversity in the sample, and many in the sample live in suburban 

areas (45 percent). These statistics help to explain the socioeconomic scattering, and 

suggest that the sample is representative of middle-class American families. The sample 

population is also well-educated; while the majority of respondents come from families 

whose parents hold less than a bachelor’s degree, roughly 33 percent of respondents’ 

parents in 1990 held at least a bachelor’s degree, which is higher than the recently 

calculated national average of 17.7 percent in 2010, referred to in the previous review of 
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literature. Even accounting for disparity in the time these statistics were obtained, 1990 

and 2010 respectively, the comparison is relevant: only 10.6 percent of the population in 

1990 retained a bachelor’s degree (NCES Education Statistics, 1990). 

 

Table 2.  Demographics of Sample 
Characteristic Total number Age  

Total 4184 100 

Student’s Sex    

Male 1804 43.12 

Female 2380 56.88 

Student’s Race   

Asian, Pacific Islander 308 7.36 

Hispanic 400 9.56 

Black, Not Hispanic 320 7.65 

White 3124 74.67 

American Indian, Alaskan 32 .76 

Parents’ Education Level   

Did not finish high school 259 6.19 

High School Graduate or GED 763 18.24 

High School Grad, Less than 4-year degree 1872 44.74 

College graduate 690 16.49 

    M.A or equivalent 416 9.94 

Ph.D., M.D., other 184 4.40 

Socio-Economic Quartile   

Quartile 1, Low 733 17.52 

Quartile 2 1064 25.43 

Quartile 3 1240 29.64 

Quartile 4, High 1147 27.41 

Location of School   

    Urban 762 18.21 

    Suburban 1890 45.17 

    Rural 1532 36.62 

 

The student respondents in the sample are academically ambitious, and most 

expect to complete at least a bachelor’s degree (38 percent), with aspirations to complete 

professional degrees (32 percent). Further detail is provided in Table 3, which also 
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illustrates that the majority of students feel safe in their school (94 percent) but do 

acknowledge significant classroom disruption (70 percent). 

Table 3. Student Perceptions of School Environment and Academic Ambition 
Characteristic Total number Percentage 

Total 4184 100 

Student’s Academic Expectations    

    Less than High School Grad 9 .22 

    High School Graduate only 167 3.99 

    Less than 2 years of trade school 114 2.72 

    More than 2 years of trade school 263 6.29 

    Less than 2 years of college 97 2.32 

    More than 2 years of college 583 13.93 

    Finish college 1597 38.17 

    Master’s degree 713 17.04 

    Ph.D., M.D. 641 15.32 

Student Doesn’t Feel Safe in School   

Strongly Agree 77 1.84 

Agree 184 4.40 

Disagree 1927 46.06 

Strongly Disagree 1996 47.71 

Other Students often Disrupt Class   

     Strongly Agree 721 17.23 

  Agree 2203 52.65 

  Disagree 1164 27.82 

  Strongly Disagree 96 2.29 

High School Program   

  General HS Program 1681 40.18 

  Academic Program 1785 42.66 

  Vocational/Technical 300 7.17 

  Other High School Program 198 4.73 

  Don’t Know 220 5.26 

 

Responses from two teachers regarding student performance are presented in 

Table 4. The response teachers taught in one of the four cognitive subjects: math, science, 

English or history. Based on teachers’ input, it appears that the majority of students are 

diligent, studying at the appropriate level, and without need of parental intervention. 

Most students are low-risk, and do not engage in risk behaviors or require discipline in 
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school. However, teachers also reported that a portion of students do not work hard at 

school (between 28 and 29 percent) and engage in risk behaviors. Details on risk 

behavior are presented in Tables 5 and 6.  

 

Table 4. Student Academic Performance, Teacher Reported 

Characteristic Total Percentage 

     Total 4184 100 

Student Recommended for Honors   

     Teacher One   

          Not Available 494 11.81 

          Yes 714 17.07 

          No 2976 71.13 

     Teacher Two   

         Not available 431 10.30 

          Yes 749 17.90 

          No 3004 71.80 

Student Works Hard   

     Teacher One   

          Yes 2863 68.43 

          No 1214 29.02 

         Don't Know 107 2.56 

     Teacher Two   

          Yes 2918 69.74 

          No 1167 27.89 

          Don’t Know 99 2.37 

 

Table 5. Student Reports of Drug Use 
Name Total Number Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Engages in drug use 4184 .348 .424 0 3 

 

Table 6. Student Reports of In-School Behavior 
Name Total Number Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Student’s in-school behavior 4184 .481 .492 0 4 

 

Table 7.  Student Reports of Negative Interactions with Peers 
Name Total Number Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum 

How often student threatened in school 4184 .265 .534 0 2 

How often student offered drugs 4184 205 .528 0 2 

How often student in physical fights 4184 .135 .389 0 2 
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Table 8. Student Academic Attainment in 2000 
Characteristic Total number Percentage  

     Total 4184 100 

Post-Secondary Attainment   

Less than Bachelor’s Degree 2427 58.01 

     At least a Bachelor’s Degree 1757 41.99 

 

Results 

The hypotheses were tested using the following logistic regression model: 

Bachelor’s Degree = o +StudentDisruption + StudentSafety + Drugs + Threats + 

Fights + AcademicExpec +DrugUse + In-SchoolBehavior + TeacherPercep + 

T1Honors + T2Honors +T1HardWorker+T2Hardworker +Controls +  

The model represented twenty-five percent of the variance in bachelor degree 

attainment in the sample population. As predicted, three of the five variables used to 

describe the secondary school environment were significantly related to whether a 

student completed at least a bachelor’s degree by 2000. Complete regression results are 

reported in Table 9. Of the environment variables, feeling safe in school (student-

reported) had the strongest positive effect (OR=1.122, df =17, n= 4184) on the dependent 

variable, and was significant (p < .10).  Students were asked to respond if they did not 

feel safe at school through a 4-point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly 

disagree.  For every unit increase that a student reported feeling safe in school, the odds 

of obtaining a bachelor’s degree increased by a factor of 1.122, or 12.2 percent (see Table 

9). Student reports of threats by peers (OR=0.834, p<.05) and physical fights with peers 

(OR=0.747, p<.05) also had statistically significant effects on the dependent variable  

(p <.05).  These variables were continuous, with students indicating the number of threats 

and fights experienced: Never, Once or Twice or More than Twice.  For each additional 

threat reported, the odds of a student obtaining a bachelor’s degree decreased by a factor 
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of 0.834 (6.6 percent; p<.05); for each additional fight reported, the odds of obtaining a 

bachelor’s degree decreased by a factor of 0.747 or 25.3 percent (p<.05) (see Table 9). 

These results demonstrate that student perception of school safety and students’ peer 

relationships within schools had significant effects on bachelor degree attainment. The 

scope of this study is limited to this analysis; collection of school safety data through a 

standardized system across secondary schools is required to further understand these 

relationships.  

The other two of the pertinent variables presented in Table 9, class disruption 

(OR=1.017) and the frequency students were offered drugs (OR=0.873), were not 

significant. Interestingly, having been offered drugs in school and a student’s drug use 

did not have a significant effect on the dependent variable (see Table 9).  Two variables 

were used to describe a student’s risk level: drug use and in-school behavior. Although 

drug use was not statistically significant, Table 9 shows that a student’s behavior in 

school (OR=0.733, p< .01), primarily his/her disciplinary record, was a strong and 

statistically significant predictor of whether a student attained a bachelor’s degree by 

2000. For each unit increase in a student’s disciplinary record, the probability of 

obtaining a bachelor’s degree decreased by 26.7 percent (see Table 9). Research 

presented earlier described that students who engage in risk behaviors, such as drug use, 

or are exposed to risk behaviors and disruptive environments are more likely to exhibit 

avoidant behaviors in school. It is interesting that in-school behavior, and not drug use, 

was statistically significant. These two variables were moderately to strongly correlated 

(r=0.428, p<0.01). 
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As expected, many of the control variables were statistically significant. Previous 

research indicates that race, socioeconomic status, and parents’ level of education have a 

significant effect on a student’s attainment of a bachelor’s degree, and all had statistically 

significant effects on the dependent variable in the logistic regression. Race was 

statistically significant for two of the five categories included in the variable: Hispanic 

and American Indian/Alaskan students were significantly less likely to obtain a bachelors 

degree than White students (OR= .626, p<.01; OR=.416, p<.10). Not surprisingly, 

academic ambition and academic performance had strong positive effects on the 

dependent variable.  A student’s level of academic expectations (OR=1.392), and whether 

one or both of two teachers recommended the student for honors were all statistically 

significant as shown in Table 9. 
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Table 9. Model One Regression Results: Higher Education regressed on Student 

Perceptions of School Environment, Student Behavior and Control Variables 

Independent Variable Odds Ratio Standard Error t-Value P > |t| 

School Environment Variables         

     Other Students Often Disrupt Class 1.017 0.541 0.31 0.754 

     Student Doesn't Feel Safe in School 1.122* 0.069 1.87 0.062 

     Student Offered Drugs 0.873 0.075 -1.57 0.116 

     Student Threatened 0.834** 0.066 -2.29 0.022 

     Student Engaged in Fight 0.747** 0.093 -2.33 0.020 

Risky Behavior, Drugs 1.062 0.115 0.56 0.579 

In-School Behavior 0.733*** 0.076 -3.00 0.003 

Student's Academic Expectations 1.392*** 0.041 11.26 0.000 

Sex (compared to Men) 1.024 0.081 0.30 0.768 

Race (compared to White)         

     Asian Pacific Islander, base category 1.180 0.173 0.92 0.754 

     Hispanic 0.626*** 0.090 -3.26 0.001 

     Black, non-Hispanic 1.017 0.150 0.11 0.909 

     American Indian, Alaskan 0.416* 0.209 -1.74 0.082 

SESQ 1.544*** 0.086 7.78 0.000 

Parents' Education 1.215*** 0.062 3.81 0.000 

Urbanicity  (compared to Rural)         

     Urban 1.162 0.126 1.38 0.166 

     Suburban 1.005 0.118 0.04 0.968 

High School Program 0.939* 0.035 -1.67 0.094 

Teacher One: Honors (compared to Yes)         

     Not Available 0.699** 0.104 -2.42 0.016 

     No 0.587*** 0.064 -4.92 0.000 

Teacher One: Hard Worker (compared to Yes)         

     No 0.567*** 0.054 -5.98 0.000 

     Don't Know 0.593** 0.143 -2.16 0.031 

Teacher Two: Honors (compared to Yes)         

     Not available .636** 0.098 -2.95 0.003 

     No 0.472*** 0.051 -7.00 0.000 

Teacher Two: Hard Worker (compared to Yes)         

     No 0.593*** 0.057 -5.41 0.000 

     Don't Know 0.363*** 0.103 -3.57 0.000 

Teacher Perception 0.995 0.008 -0.56 0.578 

*p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01 
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Discussion 

Research reported earlier in this study supports an increasing economic need for a 

higher educated populace in the United States. With that in mind, using the National 

Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS: 88/00), this study sought to identify an 

unexplored potential barrier to accessing higher education: the secondary school 

environment. Specifically, three student-reported indicators of school environments were 

examined in relation to higher education outcomes: the safety of school environments; 

negative influences from peers, whether through fights, threats or drugs; and, disruptive 

behavior from other students. It was expected that students who attended student-reported 

“safe” schools would be more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree while the presence 

of negative peer influences or disruptive behavior in classrooms would decrease the 

chance of attaining at least a bachelor’s degree.  

Two of the three hypotheses tested were supported in this study. The results 

indicated that students who reported feeling safe in school were 12.2 percent more likely 

to attain a bachelor’s degree than those students who did not, affirming the first 

hypothesis. This finding indicates that there are serious and real academic consequences 

for students that do not feel safe in their secondary schools, and supports previous 

research with similar findings (e.g., Kitsantis et al., 2004). 

The second hypothesis was also affirmed in this study. The results of the analysis 

showed that the more threats students encountered in school and the more fights students 

engaged in, the less likely students were to attain a bachelor’s degree by 2000.  

Importantly, students who engaged in fights were 25 percent less likely to attain a 

bachelor’s degree. It is important that both not feeling safe and exposure to deviant 
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behavior were negatively related to higher degree attainment. Other research has also 

found connections between these two facets of school environments and academic 

achievement. Mayer et al. found that students who perceived unsafe school environments 

exhibited more self-protection mechanisms (1999). Additionally, students’ exposure to 

disorderly environments and negative peer interactions are linked with a decreased 

willingness to learn and an increased exhibition of avoidant and disruptive behaviors 

(Giani, 2008; O’Keefe, 1998; Koth, 2008). 

A noteworthy result of this analysis was that students with significant discipline 

problems were nearly 27 percent less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree than students 

without discipline problems. Importantly, while students’ own behavior is important to 

academic performance (Wentzel, 1993; Malecki & Elliott, 2002), above and beyond their 

own deviant behavior, school environment factors were still significantly related to 

whether or not students attained a bachelor’s degree by 2000. That is, controlling for 

behavior, whether a student feels safe a secondary school environment is important to the 

likelihood that he/she will attain a bachelor’s degree. 

The third hypothesis was not supported through this study. Student disruption was 

not found to impact bachelor degree attainment. Previous research showed that student 

disruption affects the academic achievement of other students (Koth, 2008). While 

student disruption was not significant in this study, this finding may be due to the 

demographic and socioeconomic composition of the sample (e.g., largely White, middle 

class students), a limitation of this analysis. As stated earlier, race and socioeconomic 

status are related (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012), and other research has also shown that 

minorities tend to live in communities with greater social challenges than White students, 
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and that socioeconomic status is strongly related to academic achievement (Dornbusch, 

Ritter & Steinberg, 1991). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and related 

research suggests that families and communities influence student behavior in school 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Thus, communities and families impact school environments, 

and the socioeconomic status of families affect the support and resources provided to 

community schools (Sirin, 2005). Taking these factors into consideration, it would be 

beneficial to reexamine this hypothesis with a more diverse sample. 

The significant findings of this analysis warrant additional research to understand 

the methods and means by which secondary schools enforce order, safety and discipline. 

Currently, secondary schools are without tested and proven means to enforce order.  A 

streamlined system by which safety indicators and measures are tracked across schools in 

the United States does not exist, and there is not an accepted understanding of how to 

foster a stable environment for students within their schools (Mayer et al., 2010). 

Undoubtedly, schools across the country cannot be generalized into one understanding of 

the problems in school environments; urban, suburban and rural schools all face unique 

challenges due to the socioeconomic and demographic composition of their student 

bodies. Further research necessitates the creation of a standard data collection system on 

methods to create safe school environments within secondary and elementary, public 

schools.  

 Some approaches to creating safe environments, such as an increased visibility in 

security personnel or the use of metal detectors and other physical measures, can increase 

a student’s negative perception of the school environment and encourage avoidant 

behavior in students, thus hindering the academic process (Thompkins, 2000). This 
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analysis shows that deviant behavior is negatively related to higher education outcomes, 

and previous research shows that students exposed to deviant peers or who perceive 

unsafe environments are more likely to exhibit those same behaviors (Kitsantis et al., 

2004).  

Additional research and policy interventions should focus on other methods of 

creating safe environments in schools, such as positive behavior intervention models. For 

instance, the Office of Special Education Programs, United States Department of 

Education, researches and implements Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) in 

some schools across the country. School-wide PBIS (SWPBS), is a 3- tier community 

health model that schools can use to encourage, support and reward positive student 

behavior. SWPBS emphasizes that early intervention in problem behaviors through the 

organizational systems of the school, such as class schedules, and supervisory and 

teaching structures, prevents later behavioral problems and academic failures in students 

(Horner, Sugai, Smolkowski, Todd, Nakasato & Esperanza, 2009). SWPBS is a 

framework that guides school administrators to implement the best evidence-based 

practices to improve student behavior and academic outcomes through discipline, 

reinforcement of pro-social behavior and skills, and data management and monitoring of 

student performance. Research has shown that SWPBS can be implemented with fidelity 

and can reduce problem behaviors across school levels (Barrett, Bradshaw & Lewis-

Palmer, 2008). One study of note occurred in elementary schools statewide in Hawaii and 

Illinois from 2002- 2006, and concluded that PBIS evidence-based practices are effective 

when implemented at the whole school level to improve behavioral and academic 

outcomes (Horner et al., 2009). Research on the effectiveness of PBIS frameworks is on 
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going, but the positive results thus far indicate that policy interventions should focus on 

positive behavior intervention systems. Further research is needed to evaluate the 

effectiveness of PBIS in secondary school. 

A limitation to this study is that the data reflects student perceptions of secondary 

school environments in the early 1990s, and is outdated. However, this analysis cites 

recent research that documents the effect of unsafe environments on the academic 

process. Based on the demographics of the communities public schools serve, each 

school will face unique challenges not only to foster a comfortable environment for 

students, but also to ensure that the resources, trained teachers and staff are available to 

establish a successful education process. Schools that face socioeconomic challenges can 

have the most difficult environments for students to excel, due to the external influences 

of an unstable community within a lower socioeconomic setting (Rumberger & Thomas, 

2000; Sirin, 2005), but this study illustrates that perceptions of safety and conflicts with 

peers are important. No amount of resources or privilege within public schools will 

compensate for the academic consequences a student suffers from feeling unsafe, or for 

their negative and destructive relationships with peers within school.  

Current higher education access policies are informed by socioeconomic and 

demographic disparities that create barriers for students to enroll in and exceed in higher 

education. For instance, low-income students may apply for the Pell Grant, a federal loan 

that, unlike other government loans, does not have to be repaid. Also, many colleges and 

universities practice affirmative action, whether to address low socioeconomic or 

minority status, in their admissions and enrollment policies. All of these policies are 

necessary and progressive, but a broader understanding of the barriers that affect a 
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student’s ability and willingness to apply to college is needed. Future research on how 

secondary school environments affect higher education outcomes will require better data 

on the school environment factors noted in this analytical study. 
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