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Technical Notes and Methodology

I. Background of the SCS

Purpose and sponsorship of the survey

Criminal activity at school poses an obvious threat to the safety of students and can act as a significant
barrier to the education process. In order to study the relationship between victimization at school and
the school environment, and to monitor changes in student experiences with victimization, accurate
information regarding its incidence must be collected. Jointly designed by the Department of Education’s
National Center for Education Statistics and the Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics, the
School Crime Supplement (SCS) was developed to address this data need. Data used to produce this
report are available at http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/.

Sample design and data collection

Created as an occasional supplement to the annual National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), the
SCS was fielded in 1989, 1995, and 1999. Plans are to field the SCS every other year, starting with the
1999 collection. The NCVS collects data on the incidence of criminal activity at the household and
household member level from a nationally representative sample of households (47,000 households in
1989; 49,000 households in 1995; and 43,000 households in 1999). Households were sampled using a
stratified, multistage cluster design.21

NCVS interviews were conducted with each household member who was 12 years old or older. Any
household member between the ages of 12 and 18 was given an SCS interview, once that respondent’s
NCVS interview was completed. For the 1989 and 1995 SCS, 19-year-old household members also were
given an SCS interview. This upper age range was lowered to 18 for the 1999 SCS because it was deter-
mined that most 19-year-olds did not meet the SCS eligibility criteria of being currently enrolled in a
secondary school. Only those 12- to 18-year-olds who were in primary or secondary education programs
leading to a high school diploma, and who had been enrolled sometime during the 6 months prior to the
interview, were administered the 1999 SCS questionnaire.22 Students who were home schooled were not
included.23

21 For more information regarding the sampling approach used in the NCVS, readers should refer to U.S. Department of Justice
(1997).

22 In order to facilitate comparisons between the 1995 SCS and the 1999 SCS for this report, 19-year-old respondents were dropped
from the 1995 SCS and the data were re-analyzed. There were 116 19-year-olds in the 1995 SCS, accounting for 1.2 percent of the
total eligible sample. Respondents who were over 18 were not eligible for the 1999 SCS.

23 Readers should be aware that those students who were categorized as “other” on the student grade variable (including those who
were home schooled) were interviewed for the SCS survey in both 1995 and 1999. They are included in the previously published
report based on the 1995 SCS data (Chandler et al. 1998) and are included in the 1995 SCS data for this report as well. However,
they are not included in the 1999 SCS data analysis in this report. In 1995, there were 113 such cases (1.0 percent of the eligible
sample). In 1999, there were 56 such respondents who were not included in the analysis.
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The SCS questionnaire was designed to record the incidence of crime and criminal activity occurring
inside a school, on school grounds, or on a school bus during the 6 months preceding the interview.
There were 10,449 SCS interviews completed in 1989, 9,954 in 199524 and 8,398 in 1999.

Data were collected by the Department of Commerce’s Bureau of the Census. During all three fieldings
of the SCS instrument, surveys were conducted between January and June, with one-sixth of the sample
being covered each month. Interviews were conducted with the subject student over the telephone or in
person. During all 3 years, efforts were made to assure that interviews about student experiences were
conducted with the students themselves. However, under certain circumstances, interviews with proxy
respondents were accepted. These circumstances included interviews scheduled with a child between the
ages of 12 and 13 in which the parents refused to allow an interview with the child, interviews in which
the subject child was unavailable during the period of data collection, and interviews in which the child
was physically or emotionally unable to answer for him or herself.

Telephone interviews accounted for 5,963 of the 8,398 SCS interviews in 1999, 7,418 of the 9,954 inter-
views in 1995, and 7,407 of the 10,449 interviews in 1989. Proxy interviews accounted for 659 of the
8,398 interviews in 1999, 363 of the 9,954 interviews in 1995, and 252 of the 10,449 interviews in 1989.

Responses to both the NCVS and SCS are confidential by law. Interviewers are instructed to conduct
interviews in privacy unless respondents specifically agree to permit others to be present. Most interviews
for the NCVS and SCS are conducted by telephone, and most questions require “yes” or “no” answers,
thereby affording respondents a further measure of privacy. By law, identifiable information about respon-
dents may not be disclosed or released to others for any purpose.

The percentage of students whose responses were not ascertained for particular items on the SCS instru-
ment is generally displayed in the figures that illustrate percentage distributions in this report. In some
cases, this “Not Ascertained” category pertains to questions in which students were not specifically offered
a “Don’t Know” response option, but answered the question by saying that they did not know. In other
cases, the “Not Ascertained” category indicates cases in which students did not answer the question,
either because they were unable to classify their responses within the categories offered or, as a result of
their answers to previous questions, they were not asked the question.

Unit and item response rates

Unit response rates indicate how many sampled units have completed interviews. Because interviews with
students could only be completed after households had responded to the NCVS, the unit completion rate
for the SCS reflects both the household interview completion rate and the student interview completion
rate. In the 1999 SCS, the household completion rate was 93.8 percent. In the 1989 and 1995 SCS, the
household completion rates were 96.5 percent, and 95.1 percent, respectively.25 For the 1999 SCS, the
student completion rate was 77.6 percent. In the 1989 and 1995 SCS, the student completion rates were
86.5 percent and 77.5 percent, respectively. Multiplying the household completion rate times the
student completion rate produced an overall SCS response rate of 72.8 percent in 1999, 73.7 percent in
1995, and 83.5 percent in 1989.

The rate at which the respondents provide a valid response to a given item is referred to as its item
response rate. Item response rates for items used in this report were generally high. Most items were

24 The numbers and percentages for the 1995 SCS completed interviews, completion rates, and response rates in the following
discussion include 19-year-old respondents.

25 It is assumed that the response rate for households with students between the ages of 12 and 19 (for the 1989 and 1995 SCS) and
between the ages of 12 and 18 (for the 1999 SCS) is the same as that of all households. The reported unit response rates are
unweighted.
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answered by over 95 percent of all eligible respondents. The only exception was the household income
question, which was answered by approximately 86.0 percent of all households in 1999 and approxi-
mately 90.0 percent of all households for both 1995 and 1989. Income and income-related questions
typically have relatively low response rates compared to other items due to their sensitive nature.

II. Notes regarding items used in the report

Differences among the 1989, 1995, and 1999 SCS surveys

Respondents to the SCS were asked two separate sets of questions regarding personal victimization: one
set from the NCVS and the other from the SCS questionnaires. The NCVS victimization questions
include information on up to seven separate incidents of victimization reported by respondents to the
NCVS. These questions covered several different dimensions of victimization including the nature of each
incident, where it occurred, what losses resulted, etc. The initial report, based on the 1989 SCS, relied on
the National Crime Survey (NCS) items to develop incident rates (Bastian and Taylor 1991). In 1992,
the NCS was redesigned and renamed the NCVS. Because of the redesign, subsequent victimization
estimates from the 1995 and 1999 SCS cannot be readily compared to the 1989 estimates. For example,
the 1995 and 1999 NCVS used a different screening procedure to uncover victimizations than did the
1989 NCVS.

The new screening procedure was meant to elicit a more complete tally of victimization incidents than
the one used in the 1989 NCS. For instance, the 1995 and 1999 screener specifically asked whether
respondents had been raped or otherwise sexually assaulted, whereas the 1989 screener did not. There-
fore, NCVS item based cross-year changes in reported victimization rates, or lack thereof, may only be
the result of changes in how the questions were asked and not of actual changes in the incidence of
victimization.26 There were no modifications to the NCVS screener questions between the 1995 and
1999 SCS.

Because NCVS questionnaires were completed before students were given the SCS questionnaires, it is
likely that changes to NCVS victimization screening procedures differentially affected responses to the
1989 SCS when compared to the 1995 and 1999 SCS victimization items. While the assumption is not
possible to test, it is nonetheless reasonable to expect that by providing a more detailed victimization
screening instrument in the 1995 and 1999 NCVS, respondents in these years had better victimization
recall than did 1989 SCS respondents.

Differences between 1995 and 1999 NCVS and SCS items

A second, less detailed set of victimization questions was asked in the SCS. These questions were not
modified between 1989 and 1995 and formed the basis of the victimization section in Students’ Reports
of School Crime: 1989 and 1995 (Chandler et al. 1998). In both 1989 and 1995, respondents were
asked to provide information about victimization incidents on the SCS that included those already
reported in the main NCVS questionnaire. Thus, the victimization prevalence rates for those years
were based on SCS data alone. However, the SCS victimization questions were changed in 1999 to
specifically ask respondents only to provide information about incidents not previously reported in the
main NCVS questionnaire. This means that, unlike prior SCS analyses, in 1999 the prevalence of
victimization was calculated by including incidents reported by students on both the NCVS and SCS
portions of the instrument. This change allows for a more comprehensive picture of victimizations
occurring at school.

Appendix A: Technical Notes and Methodology

26 For more details about this issue, readers should refer to Kinderman, Lynch, and Cantor (1997).
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In the SCS portion of the survey, students were first asked whether they had experienced any additional
incidents at school besides those they had already reported in the NCVS portion of the interview. Those
who responded “yes,” that they had experienced an additional victimization, were then asked a series of
follow-up questions intended to categorize the victimization as either a violent or a property victimization
(see appendix D for exact question wording).

However, for 105 sample cases, students who responded “yes” to the first question on the SCS were not
categorized using the follow-up questions. In other words, they indicated that one or more additional
incidents had happened to them at school, but the experience they had was not allocated to either the
violent or property categories. This may have occurred because these students were unable to classify their
experiences within the categories specified on the instrument or because they were not asked the ques-
tions.

Of these 105 students, 5 were found to have already reported one or more victimizations on the NCVS
portion of the interview, so they were already included in the count of any and violent or property
victimization from that source. The remaining 100 cases, then, were those students who had not reported
a victimization on the NCVS but did answer “yes” when they were asked whether any additional inci-
dents had happened to them at school on the SCS. These students were included in the total count for
any victimization (since they had, indeed, been victimized at school), but they were not allocated to
either the violent or property categories in the analyses presented in this report because they did not
answer the appropriate follow-up questions.

If these 100 unallocated cases were removed from the analysis, the 12.2 percent of students who reported
any form of victimization in 1999 would drop to 10.9 percent. It is likely that, if these unallocated SCS
victimizations could be classified as either violent or property, they would distribute in a fashion similar
to those SCS victimizations that were allocated (43 percent violent and 57 percent property); thus the
percentages for violent and property victimizations would actually be higher than reported here (4.0
percent and 7.7 percent, respectively).

It is important to note that respondents who report victimizations in the main NCVS questionnaire are
asked detailed follow-up questions about the victimization, while those who report incidents in the SCS
questionnaire are not. Examples of the detailed NCVS questions are contained in the “Characteristics of
School Victimizations” section of the report, and include whether the victimizations were reported to
police, the reasons why they were not reported, the time of day the victimization occurred, and the
location in the school building where the victimization occurred.

Additional changes were made in the 1999 SCS. Prior to this year, in 1989 and 1995, students were
asked only how easy or hard it was to obtain alcohol or particular drugs at school. In 1999, for the first
time, students were asked about alcohol or drugs at school in two parts. They were first asked whether it
was possible to obtain alcohol or certain drugs at school. If it was possible to obtain alcohol or a certain
drug, they were then asked about the degree of difficulty in obtaining it.27

Moreover, in 1999, the SCS reworded questions about respondents bringing weapons to school. Specifi-
cally, students were asked about only guns and knives in the 1999 SCS, while the 1995 SCS asked about
other types of weapons as well (such as mace or pepper spray and sticks, clubs or bats). The 1999 SCS
also covered topics not previously included, such as the use of hate-related words, the presence of hate-
related graffiti, and the prevalence of bullying at school.

For the 1995 SCS, only those students who said that they knew another student who brought a gun to
school went on to answer whether they actually saw another student with a gun at school. For the 1999

27 See appendix D for exact question wording for 1995 and 1999 SCS instruments.
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SCS, all respondents were asked both of these questions. Therefore, in order to facilitate comparisons
between the 2 years for this report, those 1999 respondents who reported that they saw another student
with a gun were counted only if they had first reported that they knew another student with a gun at
school.

Derived variables

Several variables used in this report were derived by combining information from two or more questions
in the 1999 SCS and NCVS questionnaires.

The variable violent victimization was derived by combining “yes” responses to the SCS questions
concerning violent victimization with the NCVS violent victimizations that occurred at school, on school
property, or while the respondent was traveling to or from school in the previous 6 months. The SCS
items include questions 19c(1), 19c(2), and 19c(3), which asked students whether they had experienced
an assault, a threat of assault, or robbery. The NCVS items were those coded as a violent victimization,
based on the type of crime code associated with each victimization. A positive response to any form of
violent victimization was coded a violent victimization. Finally, using data from both questionnaires, a
dichotomy was created indicating that the respondent had either experienced violent victimization or
had not.

The variable property victimization was derived by combining “yes” responses to the SCS question
concerning property victimization (question 19c(4)), which asked students if an item had been stolen
from their desk or locker at school, with the NCVS property victimizations that occurred at school, on
school property, or while the respondent was traveling to or from school in the previous 6 months. Again,
a dichotomy was created indicating that the respondent had either experienced property victimization or
had not.

The variable any victimization was derived by combining the students’ reported violent and property
victimizations in the previous 6 months. If the student responded “yes” to either 19a or 19b on the SCS
or reported a violent or property victimization at school on the NCVS, he or she is counted as having
experienced any victimization. If the respondent reported having experienced both, he or she is counted
only once under any victimization. A dichotomy was then created that indicated the respondent had
either experienced victimization or had not.

The dichotomous variable brought any weapon at school was derived by combining students’ affirmative
responses to carrying a gun, knife, or other weapon to school for protection in the previous 6 months
(questions 27a through 27c in the SCS questionnaire). If a respondent said “yes” to any of these three
questions, he or she was counted as bringing any weapon to school, and compared to those respondents
who either answered “no” or did not answer.

The dichotomous item drug availability also was derived. Students were asked whether it was possible to
obtain marijuana, crack, cocaine, uppers/downers, LSD, PCP, heroin, or other illegal drugs at school
(questions 17a items (b) through (i) in the SCS questionnaire). If the students reported that any of these
were possible to obtain, they were counted as believing drugs were available, and compared to those
respondents who either answered “no” or did not answer.

The final derived variable, student’s race/ethnicity, was a combination of two variables (both from the
NCVS but included on the SCS files). The first question asked the race of the student and the second
asked whether or not the student was of Hispanic origin. Respondents who answered “yes” to the second
question were counted as Hispanic. Students who said they were White or Black, but not of Hispanic
origin were counted as White, non-Hispanic or Black, non-Hispanic. Those of other racial/ethnic groups
who were not Hispanic were counted as Other, non-Hispanic.

Appendix A: Technical Notes and Methodology
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III. Weighting and statistical analysis procedures

Weighting

The purpose of the SCS data is to make inferences about the 12- to 18-year-old student population.
Before such inferences can be drawn, it is important to adjust or weight the sample of students to assure
that they are similar to the entire population in this age group. The weights used in this report are a
combination of household-level and person-level adjustment factors. In the NCVS, adjustments were
made to account for both household and person non-interviews. Additional factors were then applied to
reduce the variance of the estimate by correcting for the differences between the sample distribution of
age, race, and sex, and known population distributions of these characteristics. The resulting weights were
assigned to all interviewed households and persons on the file.

A special weighting adjustment was then performed for the SCS respondents. A non-interview adjustment
factor was computed to adjust for SCS interview non-response. This non-interview factor was then applied
to the NCVS person-level weight for each SCS respondent. In addition, the SCS weight was adjusted to
account for the time respondents have been in the sample, which includes those respondents who are
both incoming to the sample and continuing in the sample. Incoming respondents have not been inter-
viewed previously for the NCVS, while continuing respondents have received at least one iteration of the
interview.

Standard errors

The sample of students selected for each SCS is just one of many possible samples that could have been
selected. It is possible that estimates from a given SCS student sample may differ from estimates that
would have been produced from other student samples. This type of variability is called sampling error, or
the standard error, because it arises from using a sample of students rather than all students.

The standard error is a measure of the variability of a parameter estimate. It indicates how much variation
there is in the population of possible estimates of a parameter for a given sample size. The probability that
a complete census count would differ from the sample estimate by less than 1 standard error is about 68
percent. The chance that the difference would be less than 1.65 standard errors is about 90 percent, and
that the difference would be less than 1.96 standard errors, about 95 percent. Standard errors for the
percentage estimates are presented in the appendix tables.

Standard errors are typically developed assuming that the sample is drawn purely at random. The sample
for the SCS was not a simple random sample, however. Calculation of the standard errors requires proce-
dures that are markedly different from the ones used when the data are from a simple random sample. To
estimate the statistics and standard errors, this report used the Taylor series approximation method using
PSU and strata variables available from the data set.28

Another way in which standard errors can be calculated is by using generalized variance function (gvf )
constant parameters. The gvf represents the curve fitted to the individual standard errors calculated using
the Jackknife Repeated Replication technique.29 The three constant parameters (a, b, and c) derived from
the curve fitting process are provided below for those who prefer to use this alternative method of calcu-
lating standard errors:

28 Further information about the Taylor series approximation method can be found in Wolter (1985).

29 A more detailed description of the generalized variance function constant parameters developed for the NCVS and SCS can be
found in U.S. Department of Justice (1997).
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To adjust the standard errors associated with percentages, the following formula is used:

standard error of 

where p is the percentage of interest expressed as a proportion and y is the size of the population to which
the percentage applies. Once the standard error of the proportion is estimated, it needs to be multiplied
by 100 to make it applicable to the percentage.

To calculate the adjusted standard errors associated with population counts, the following applies:

standard error of 

where x is the estimated number of students who experienced a given event (e.g., violent victimization).

Statistical tests

For the most part, statistical tests done for this report rely on Student’s t tests, which are designed to
determine if estimates are statistically different from one another. The only exception occurred when
student characteristic variables had more than two categories and all of the categories could be rank
ordered. These variables were students’ grade and household income. When comparing these variables to
the variables indicating the substantive topics in this report, trend tests (weighted logistic regressions)
were used to estimate strength and direction.

Differences discussed in this report are significant at the 95 percent confidence interval or higher. Where
a lack of difference is noted, the significance of the difference is below this threshold. Differences between
pairs of estimated percentages were tested using the Student’s t statistic. This t statistic can be used to test
the likelihood that the differences between the two estimates are larger than would be expected simply
due to sampling error.

To compare the difference between two independent percentage estimates, Student’s t is calculated as:

where p
1
 and p

2
 are the estimated percentages to be compared and se

1
 and se

2
 are their corresponding

adjusted standard errors.

As the number of comparisons on the same set of data increases, the likelihood that the t value for one or
more of the comparisons will exceed 1.96 simply due to sampling error increases. For a single comparison,
there is a 5 percent chance that the t value will exceed 1.96 due to sampling error. For five tests, the risk of
getting at least one t value over 1.96 due to sampling error increases to 23 percent. To compensate for the
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Year a b c

1989 0.00001559 3,108 0.000

199530 -0.00006269 2,278 1.804

1999 -0.00026646 2,579 2.826

30 The parameters for 1995 remain the same whether 19-year-olds are included in the eligible sample or not, since the smaller sample
size produces a smaller base “y” that is part of the standard error formula.
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problem when making multiple comparisons on the same set of data, Bonferroni adjustments are made.

Bonferroni adjustments essentially deflate the alpha value needed to obtain a given confidence interval.
Bonferroni adjustment factors are determined by establishing the number of comparisons that could be
made for a given set of data. The alpha value for a given level of confidence is then divided by the number
of possible comparisons. The resulting alpha level is then compared to the table of t statistics to find the t
value associated with that alpha level.

The effect of modifying the comparisons to account for standard errors and Bonferroni adjustments is to
occasionally make apparent differences statistically not significant. This helps explain why differences of
roughly the same magnitude are statistically significant in some instances while not in others.

Logistic regression

In order to test for differences in student responses by ordinal variables such as grade level and household
income, weighted logistic regression models were developed in several stages. The variables indicating
substantive topics of interest were dichotomized such that students who gave an affirmative response to
the indicator being tested (e.g., responding “yes” to knowing another student who brought a gun to
school) were coded as ones and all other students were coded as zeros.

The logistic regression models took the following form:

where Y
i
 is the dependent variable and X

i
 is the independent variable (  is the intercept term and u

I
 is

the residual term). To assure that particular categories of the independent variable were not given undue
weight, the entire equation was weighted by the inverse of the estimated variance of the independent
variable in the model as follows:

where  represents the estimated variance term.
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Glossary of Terms
At school (NCVS)–Inside the school building, on school property (school parking area, play area,

school bus, etc.), or on the way to and from school.

At school (SCS)–In the school building, on the school grounds, or on a school bus.

Bullying–Behavior including being picked on or trying to make student do things the student did not
want to do (such as give money).

Hate-related graffiti–Hate words or symbols written in school classrooms, school bathrooms, school
hallways, or on the outside of the school building.

Hate-related words–Derogatory language having to do with race, religion, Hispanic origin, disability,
gender, or sexual orientation.

Prevalence–The percentage of the population directly affected by crime in a given period. This rate is
based upon specific information elicited directly from the respondent regarding crimes committed
against his or her person or against his or her property. It is not based upon perceptions and beliefs
about, or reactions to, criminal acts.

Property victimization (NCVS)–Theft of property from a student’s desk, locker, or other locations at
school or personal larcenies (such as purse snatching or pick-pocketing).

Property victimization (SCS)–Theft of property from a student’s desk or locker.

Rural–A place not located inside a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). This category includes a variety
of localities, ranging from sparsely populated rural areas to cities with populations of less than
50,000.

Suburban–A county or counties containing a central city, plus any contiguous counties that are linked
socially and economically to the central city.

Urban–The largest city (or grouping of cities) in a MSA.

Violent victimization (NCVS)–Rape, sexual assault, robbery, or assault (includes attempts and threats).

Violent victimization (SCS)–Robbery, assault, or threats to assault.
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Appendix D: 1995 SCS Questionnaire
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Appendix D: 1995 SCS Questionnaire
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Appendix D: 1995 SCS Questionnaire
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Appendix D: 1999 SCS Questionnaire



192

Are America’s Schools Safe?  Students Speak Out: 1999 School Crime Supplement



193

Appendix D: 1999 SCS Questionnaire
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Appendix D: 1999 SCS Questionnaire
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