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HIGH SCHOOL YOUTH, WEAPONS, AND VIOLENCE: 
A NATIONAL SURVEY OF 

WEAPON-RELATED EXPERIENCES, BEHAVIORS, AND CONCERNS 

The study described in this report was directed at estimating the 
extent to which a national sample of 734 male, high school juniors and 
seniors was involved in weapon-related activity (specifically regarding 
firearms and knives). Data were gathered by means of a survey instrument 
mailed to the students. A number of factors resulted in a sample that was 
not strictly random and one that possessed a partial "good boy" bias. Yet, 
the findings likely come closer to capturing the weapons "experience11 of the 
average American juvenile than have most other studies to date. Prior 
research has focused upon incarcerated delinquents and inner-city youths or 
upon samples from select sites. The present study is the first to question 
a broader sample of youths about exposure to weapons in any serious depth. 
Data collected from the student respondents have been supplemented by survey 
data from administrators of the schools participatingin the study concerning 
the schools' experiences with weapon-related incidents. 

The survey results indicate, first, that levels of gun possession and 
carrying among the respondents were relatively low, at least compared to 
levels reported by more select samples. As we moved away from examining the 
issue of firearms that are more suited to hunting and sporting uses (rifles 
and shotguns), we found that fewer than one in ten respondents possessed a 
revolver, only one in twenty-five an automatic or semiautomatic handgun, and 
only one in fifty a sawed-off shotgun. Six percent of the respondents had 
carried a gun outside the home within the past twelve months, a considerably 
lower percentage than has been reported by more select samples. The most 
commonly carried guns were revolvers and automatic or semiautomatic handguns. 
Finally, nearly two in ten respondents had carried a knife outside the home 
during the past twelve months. Importantly, few respondents carried weapons 
frequently. 

Second, we found that, while rifles and shotguns were more likelyto be 
possessed by respondents from smaller communities, handgun possession was 
statistically no more likely to occur in smaller than in larger communities. 
Gun-carrying was more likely to occur in larger than in smaller communities; 
knife-carrying was unrelated to community size. Respondents from schools in 
rural neighborhoods were more likely than those from suburban and urban 
neighborhoods to possess guns though the reverse was true regarding gun- and 
knife-carrying. 

Third, we discovered that, despite appeals to respondents to refrain 
from references to weapons used for sporting purposes, many recreationally 
oriented respondents answered affirmatively when asked about possession and 
carrying of weapons. This was not a reflection of a relationship between 
recreational weapon orientation and involvement in less legitimate weapon- 
related activities; no relationship was found. Recreational weapon-related 
activities appeared more likely to characterize respondents from more rural 
communities, suggesting that estimates of problematic weapon-related 
activities that rely on rural populations may be exaggerated. 
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Fourth, though carrying of guns and knives and involvement in criminal, 
drug, and gang activities were relatively infrequent in the present sample, 
links between these activities were as apparent in this as in any previous 
study. To the extent that respondents engaged in legally problematic 
behavior, their chances of engaging in weapon-related activities increased. 

Fifth, the relationship between the pursuit of status enhancement 
through weapon possession and the actual possession of firearms was not 
strong overall, but it did pertain specifically to the possession of 
automatic or semiautomatic handguns and to the carrying of guns and knives. 
Importantly, however, once the effects of other variables were held constant, 
the status enhancement variable was related only to the carrying of knives.. 

Sixth, as it has in numerous other studies, the degree to which the 
respondent's social environment might be labeled dangerous had a direct and 
consistent: influence on the likelihood that he would engage in weapon-related 
activities. This was true even of respondents who did not engage in unlawful 
behaviors such as crime and drug sales. We infer from these findings that 
much weapon possession and carrying among youth such as those in our sample 
is motivated by fear for personal safety. 

Finally, our attempt to gain a sense of school violence through 
administrators' eyes produced two pictures. The first, constructed from 
estimates of the amount of violence and weapon-related problems in the 
schools, suggested a problem of fairly small proportions. Most 
administrators considered the possibility of physical threat to their 
students as relatively unlikely. The second picture was drawn from 
administrators' recollections of incidents involving guns, knives, and other 
weapons on their campuses during the past three years as well as the 
recollection of how many of their students had been shot, on or off campus, 
during the same period. While no consensus exists regarding the number of 
such incidents necessary to constitute a "problem," importantly, six in ten 
administrators could recall weapon-related incidents at their schools and 
nearly half reported that at least one of their students had been the victim 
of a shooting. 

Schools' responses to the problem of violence, whether ex post facto or 
anticipatory, took fairly patterned forms. The average school both policed 
itself and attempted to educate its student body about violence. A much 
smaller percentage invited police onto or around school grounds to confront 
the problem of weapons and violence. Of significance, neither the amount of 
violence nor the institutional responses to it were related to whether or not 
the community in which the school was located was large or small. 

The findings indicate the need for policy aimed at reducing the 
likelihood that youths such as those sampled in the present study will become 
involved in weapon possession and carrying - -  this, rather than the more 
common call for policy to confront a problem already well developed. What: we 
have found are few schools and few students with no experience with weapons 
and violence though few also with considerable such experience. Even 
considering those respondents who subscribed to a recreation-based use of 
weapons, the majority of students whom we surveyed did not possess weapons, 
and the vast majority did not carry them outside the home. Overall, the 
great majority of administrators did not consider their schools unsafe. 

By the same token, one in five of our respondents feared violence in 
their neighborhoods, one in six had friends who routinely carried guns,  
nearly one in ten had been threatened with a gun during the past twelve 
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months, and about one in twenty consideredit at least somewhat possible that 
he would be shot by the time he reached twenty-five years of age. 
Administrators in more than half of our ,sampled schools recalled recent 
weapon-related incidents on their campuses, and nearly half recalled the 
shooting of at least one student. Eight in ten schools had revised their 
disciplinary codes and six of ten their dress codes to counter violence. One 
in four schools had police patrols on school grounds. 

In short, weapon-related violence is not unknown to most schools and 
students like those we sampled. Further, to the extent that it is known, it 
is influenced by the same variables that have influenced it in more troubled 
environments: crime, drug sales, gangs, and the perceived need for protection 
in a hostile world. While communities must do what they can to remove guns 
from the hands of juveniles, they likely will not accomplish this goal until 
they have removed the structural and cultural conditions that now promote 
gun-related activity in the youth population. If we are correct in this 
assessment, and correct as well that most of our current research sites have 
not yet "crossed the line" into truly unsafe situations, then the key to 
warding off problems lies in discouraging the conditions that have produced 
them in other settings, that is, in discouraging the development of a youth 
culture that defines gun-possession as necessary to one's survival. Once 
such a culture exists, criminal justice attempts to disrupt gun sales and 
acquisition markets may succeed partially, but will not rid communities of 
the problem because demand for weapons will remain. The issue for 
communities, then, is how to dissuade youths from resolving disputes through 
violent means and thereby convincing them that weapons are not necessary to 
the conduct of everyday living. 
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HIGH SCHOOL YOUTH, WEAPONS, AND VIOLENCE: 
A NATIONAL SURVEY OF 

WEAPON-RELATED EXPERIENCES, BEHAVIORS, AND CONCERNS 

Introduction 

The study described in this report was directed at estimating the extent to which a national 

sample of high school males was involved in weapon-relatedactivity (specifically regarding firearms 

and knives). A fuller statement of the research problem follows a review of the literature concemhg 

youth violence and weaponry as inferred from studies of criminal, drug, and gang activity and more 

directly concerning juveniles and weapon possession, carrying, and victimization. 

Violence In Amen ca's Yo Uth POD dation 

Violence committed by and against juveniles has come increasingly to define the public's 

image of its crime problem and the larger political debate over anti-crime policy. Young offenders 

now are frequently described, often accurately, as hard-core violent felons and their victims as rival 

gang members and drug traflickers or as innocent bystanders in urban war zones. According to the 

U. S. Senate's Committee on the Judiciary (1 99 1 : l), "no city, no town, no neighborhood has been 

spared this bloody plague." The Committee's majority report, Murder Toll: Initial Proiections, 

painted the first years of the 1990s as precursors to a decade of bloodshed and argued that the causes 

of the problem are clear: " . . . m e  need look no further than the 'three Ds:' drugs, and the mayhem 

caused by hard-core drug addicts and dealers; deadly weapons, particularly the easily available 

military-style assault weapons; and demographics, fueling a growth in violent teenaged gangs" (p. 1). 
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Youth Street Violence 

Evidence seemingly documenting the problem of youth violence is abundant. Homicide 

statistics for the 1990s have indicated record-breaking tolls in many U.S. cities. For persons 15 to 

1 8 years old, murder arrest rates have more than doubled since the mid-1 980s. Black males within 

that age group have seen their rates approximately triple (Blumstein 1995; Christoffel 1992; 

Fingerhut 1993; U.S. Public Health Service 1992) to the point that 48 percent of all deaths of black 

male teenagers are firearm-related (for white youth, the comparable figure is 18 percent) (Fingerhut, 

Kleinman, Godfiey, et al. 1991). 

Arrests for weapons offenses have risen dramatically for youths of all ages since 1985 

(Greenfeld 1994). A quarter of victims of nodatal gunshot wounds - usually ignored in policy 

discussions which more likely focus on fatal shootings (Annest, Mercy, Gibson, et al. 1995) - are 

under twenty years of age; another quarter are between twenty and twenty-four years old. One in 

five frearm homicide victims is under twenty, and another fifth are between twenty and twenty-four 

(Zawitz 1996). Over 80 percent of homicide victims fifteen to nineteen years of age are killed with 

a firearm (Blumstein 1995; Fingerhut 1993). The United States has approximately 100 times more 

firearm-related homicides of males fifteen to twenty-four years of age than its nearest rival among 

developed countries (Fingerhut and Kleinman 1990). 

In short, weapons seem increasingly to be part of the American youth’s social world, and the 

change has carried increasingly deadly consequences. Most such consequences appear to have 

resulted from an upsurge of youth killing (mainly) other youth (Allen-Hagen and Siclunund 1993; 

Pooley 1 99 1 ; Scholastic Update 199 1 ; Witkin 199 1). Much of the killing is concentrated in troubled 
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urban areas and much seems associated with drug trafficking (Blumstein 1995) and, in select cites, 

with gang-related conflict (Hutson, Anglin, Kyriacou et al. 1995). 

SchooI Violence 

The concern with juvenile violence on the streets is matched by a related alarm over violence, 

especially gun-related violence, in schools (Parker, Smith, Smith et al. 199 1). Analyses of the 1989 

National Crime Victimization Survey supplementary data (Bastion and Taylor 1991; see also 

Whitaker and Bastion 1991) indicate that, of approximately 22 million students aged twelve to 

nineteen nationwide, two percent had been victims of violent crime in or around their schools during 

the six months precedingthe survey; this translates into more than 400,000 violent criminal episodes 

(generally a matter of simple assault) in and around schools in a single six-month period (U.S. 

Department of Justice 1991). 

About one in five of the 1989 student survey respondents feared an attack at school; one in 

twenty avoided specific places in the school for fear of violence (see also Pearson and Toby 1991; 

Sheley, McGee, and Wright 1992). Rates of violence were higher in schools where drugs were 

perceived as readily available and where youth gangs were present and active. Among those at 

highest risk of violence were males, African Americans, and inner-city residents (Whitaker and 

Bastion 1991; see also Gottfiedson and Gottltedson 1985). 

Many now argue that schools no longer have distinct roles in the etiology of youth violence; 

rather schools have become the physical locations where larger community problems are manifested 

(Sheley, McGee, and Wright 1992). Such factors as community size, crime rate, economic stability, 

and the racial composition of neighborhoods appear related to school crime. Gottfredson and 
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Gottfiedson (1985) found higher levels of victimization among those students reporting crime 

problems such as robbery, burglary, and gang wars in their neighborhoods. Hellman and Beaton 

(1 986), in an examination of school crime, school characteristics, and community characteristics, 

found greater support for the effects of school characteristics (Le., dropout rate, academic 

performance, school sue) on crime among middl’e school students and more support for the influence 

of community characteristics(i.e., family structure, housing quality, crime rate in the neighborhood) 

on crime among high school students.‘ Finally, research findings suggest that the presence of high- 

crime schools within high-crime communities intensifies the level of fear and apprehension 

experienced by many students (McDermott, 1983). 

Youth Gangs. Drugs. and Violence 

Many contemporary media discussions of youth violence have emphasized connections with 

drugs and gangs (US. News and World Report 1993). Emphasis on criminal activity traditionally 

has been a staple, though not the sole focus, of researchon gangs (Thrasher 1936; Miller 1958; Short 

and Strodtbeck 1965). The emphasis remains, though the criminal activity of interest is increa~hgly 

violent (Hutson, Anglin, Kyriacou, et al. 1995; Jankowski 1991). Violence by gang members 

seemingly has escalated in recent years, though it is unclear whether or not it always specifically 

addresses gang-related ends -- as opposed to the particular goals of individual gang members 

(Sheley, Zhang, Brody, et al. 1995). Nor is it entirely clear whether we are seeing an increase in the 

rate of gang members committing violence or simpiy an increase in the volume of violence as gang 

memberstup grows (Klein and Mason 19892 1 8). Gang members themselves apparently are more 

seriously criminal than are non-gang-member offenders (Fagan 1990; Sheley and Wright 1995; 
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Tracy 1987). This may be attributable to any or a combination of several factors, including: the 

violence inherent in gangs' turf battles and constant tests of manhood, the attraction of more violent 

youth to gangs, higher levels of drug activity (particularly sales) thought to characterize certain 

gangs, and the more sophisticated weaponry assumed more recently to be in the hands of gang 

members. 

Regarding weaponry, Klein and Maxson (1989: 219) suggest that, in the gangs' world of 

confrontational crime and violence,'more firearms lead to more attacks which, in turn, prompt 

retaliation. Spergel(l990: 190)notes additionallythat such weaponry has moved gang violence from 

foot (Le., close combat) to vehicle and produced smaller, more mobile attack teams. In this vein, 

Maxson, Gordon, and Klein (1985; see also Klein, Gordon, and Maxson 1986) report that Los 

Angeles' gang-related homicides are more likely than non-gang-related homicides to be committed 

with firearms (see also Spergel 1983; Spergel, Ross, Curry, et al. 1989). Hagedorn (1988:141-43) 

points to high rates of gun possession among the Milwaukee gang members he studied. Moore 

(199159-60) attributes rises in violence among Chicano gangs to the increasing presence of guns 

among gang members. 

A presumed link between drug activity (use and sales) and violence has also received 

considerable media attention in analyses of crime and violence by youth in America (Hackett 1988; 

Treater and Taylor 1992; Wushington Post 1992; Wolff 1990). Students of the issue generally 

conclude that drug use and violence are linked, but that the direction of the association and its 

application to all forms of drug users and predation and across levels of addiction are unclear 

(Chaiken and Johnson 1988; Gentry 1995). 

Fourteen percent of juveniles incarcerated for the crime of robbery in long-term, state- 
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operated facilities in 1987 had committed their crimes while under the influence of drugs; another 

3 1 percent were under the combined influence of drugs and alcohol (Beck, Kline, and Greenfeld 

1988). A third of convicted robbers held in jails in 1989 reported that they had committed their 

offenses to obtain money for drugs (l3ureau of Justice Statistics 1991). 

There is only limited evidence that ingestion of substances is a direct, pharmacological cause 

of aggression (Fagan 1990:241). An indirect associationbetween drug abuse and violence, primarily 

through criminal attempts to support a habit, is more likely. Robbery is apparently not uncommon 

among serious users of hard drugs and especially among those whose addictions require daily or 

multiple daily attention (Johnson, Williams, Dei, et al. 1990:42). Among heroin users with high 

rates of predatory crime, intensity of offending seems to vary directly with intensity of drug use 

(Anglin and Speckart 1986; Nurco, Hanlon, Kinlock, et al. 1988). 

A strong relationship between drug use and drug sales should not be assumed; drug users 

and drug distributorsare not necessarilythe same persons (Altschulerand Brounstein 1991). In this 

light, there seems considerable consensus that much drug-related violence today is linked to the 

distributionrather than the abuse of drugs (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Johnson, Williams, Dei, et 

al. 1 990). Altschuier and Brounstein (1 99 l), for example, find higher levels of violent crime among 

drug-selling youth than among drug-using youth (though the latter are higher in property crime). 

It is generally thought that drug-selling organizations recruit physically violent workers and 

that the physically violent may themselvesseek out such organizations(Chaiken and Chaiken 1982). 

As well, persons who sell drugs publicly (as opposed to private selling among friends) appear to 

commit predatory offenses at higher rates than do persons who commit such offenses but do not sell 

drugs (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Sheley 1994; Williams and Kornblum 1985). This is the case 

even for drug sellers without a use habit. 

6 

U.S. Department of Justice.
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the
has not been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those
This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report



Drugs sales have also been linked to substantidly higher rates of armed robbery by urban 

youth (Fagan and Weis 1990). Fagan (1 992: 1 18) reports that robberies and assaults increase to the 

extent that offenders move fiom non-sales to independent sales to group sales of drugs. As well, to 

the extent that drug dealers move into robbery-related criminality, their firearm-related activity 

increases (Sheley 1994). Such predation notwithstanding, however, most of the violence involved 

in drug trafficking seems systemic (Fagan and Chin 1990; Goldstein 1985). Violence is used to 

intimidate workers, competitors, and neighborhood residents. Intimidation by persons with little 

training in the use of firearms often produces injuries to innocent bystanders (Johnson, Williams, 

Dei, et al. 1990:35,38). 

The relationships among gangs, drug involvement, and criminality are, of course, varied and 

complex (Fagan 1989, 1990; Spergel 1990: 193-99). In some cases, drug sales are incidental 

activities that provide some income for gang members; in other cases, drug dealing can be a gang's 

principal reason to exist; in still other cases, gangs are not involved in drugs at all (Horowitz 

1990:39; see also Fagan 1990). Not uncommonly, gangs engaged in drug sales highly discourage 

drug use among members (Chin 1990; Cooper 1987; Mieczkowski 1986; Stumphauzer, Veloz, and 

Aiken 1981). 

Gang violence and gang-related drug trafficking are believed to have risen in recent years in 

a number of large cities and in many middle-sized and smaller cities and suburban communities as 

well (Spergel, Chance, and Curry 1990). "[Recent] research suggests higher levels of violence, 

greater numbers and sophistication of weaponry, broader age ranges. ..and increasing involvement 

of gang members in drug distribution systems" (Mason and Klein 1990: 71-72). The apparently 

large profits to be made in the drug trade provide both the reason for violence and the means and 

motive to procure the most sophisticated and lethal small-arms technology available. 
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Research Specificallv Reparding You th and Weans 

A considerable amount of research effort is reflected in the above summary (see also Vol. 

85 [ 19951 of the Journal of Criminal Law and Criminoloa and Vol. 3 1 [ 19971 of the Valparaiso 

University Law Review for issues devoted to the problem of juveniles and guns), and much of it has 

informed estimates of the extent to which weapon-related activity characterizes American youth. 

Considerable study also has been aimed more directly toward assessing the distribution of weapon- 

related violence among youth nationally. We turn our attention now to extant research on the 

subject. 

Recent National Sarllpes 1 

A number of studies conducted since 1980 and using national-level data (or data pertaining 

to large areas of the United States) provide empirically grounded information about the prevalence 

of weapons use and violence among high school (or high school-age) youth. A Bureau of Justice 

Statistics report (Rand 1990) based on analysis of 1979-87 National Crime Survey data indicates that 

youth sixteen to nineteen years of age are at exceptionally high risk of victimization through a 

handgun crime. This holds for males and females, whites and blacks, and central city, suburban, and 

rural residents. 

Analysis of 1985-89 National Crime Survey data finds that a weapon (gun, knife, other, or 

"not ascertained) was used in 25 percent of the violent crimes committed against youths twelve to 

fifteen years of age and in 36 percent of the violent crimes against youths sixteen to nineteen years 

I. More often than not, the rate of victimization for  this category is 
When the highest of any of the numerous categories employed in the report. 

it is not, it is second only to the twenty to twenty-four age category. 
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old (Whitaker and Bastian, 199 1). The former were least likely to face an offender with a gun and 

most likely to face one with some other object. The latter least likely encounteredan assailant armed 

with a knife and most likely faced a person with some other object. Guns were used in 20 percent 

of the weapon-relatedcrimes against the younger adolescents and in 33 percent of those of the older 

youths. For the two age categories combined, 12 percent of the violent crimes committed in school, 

21 percent of those committed on school property, and 37 percent of those committed on the street 

fl 
involved weapons. 

Turning from victimization to the carrying of weapons, we find that three percent of the 

males in a 1987 survey of 1 1,000 eighth- and tenth-grade students in twenty states reported bringing 

a handgun to school during the year preceding the survey; 23 percent had carried a knife to school 

(National School Safety Center 1989). Similarly, analysis of 1989 supplementary National Crime 

Survey data (Bastian and Taylor 199 1) indicates that three percent of the males and one percent of 

the females in a nationally representative sample of 10,000 students between the ages of twelve and 

nineteen had carried a weapon ("a gun, knife, brass knuckles, or things that could be used as 

weapons -- razor blades, spiked jewelry") or other object ("capable of hurting an assailant") to school 

for protection at least once during a specified six-month period. In 1990,20 percent of a nationally 

representative sample of 1 1,63 1 students in grades nine through twelve reported carrying a weapon 

at least once within the 30 days prior to being surveyed ( U . S .  Department of Health and Human 

Services 1991). Knives and razors (55 percent of the weapons reported) were more common than 

clubs (24 percent) or firearms (20 percent). Four percent of the students (21 percent of the black 

males) in the sample had carried guns during the previous month. Finally, a 1993 survey of 2,508 

students in grades six through twelve in 96 schools nationwide found that 15 percent of the 
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respondents had carried a handgun in the preceding thirty days; one in ten claimed to have shot a gun 

at someone (Louis Harris and Associates 1993; importantly, serious questions about methodological 

adequacy have been raised concerning this study p e c k  19931). 

Selected SamDleS 

Several studies utilizing selected samples during the past decade also provide insights into 

the issue of youth and weapons. In 1985, Fagan (1 990) surveyed high school students and school 

dropouts in one select neighborhoodin each of three cities (Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Diego) 

concerning a number of delinquent acts. He found that 18 percent of non-gang-affiliated males and 

42 percent of gang-affiliatedmales had carried weapons (unspecified) illegally in the course of the 

previous year; percentagesfor females were 14 and 28, respectively. His findings are not dissimilar 

to those reported by Fagan, Piper, and Moore (1 986) and based upon samples of 660 male high- 

school students and school dropouts from four inner-city, high-crime neighborhoods (one 

neighborhood each in Boston, Newark, Memphis, and Detroit). Of the high school students, 27 

percent had threatened an adult with a weapon during the 12 months preceding the survey, 20 

percent had carried a weapon in a fight, seven percent had used a weapon "to get something," and 

nine percent had shot someone. Percentages for the school dropouts were 14,28, 14, and nine, 

respectively. Finally, Altschuler and Brounstein (1 99 1) report that, of 387 ninth- and tenth-grade 

minority, inner-city males they surveyed in Washington D.C. in 1988, 27 percent had carried a 

concealed weapon in the past year, 1 1 percent had used a weapon to threaten another person, and five 

percent had "shot, stabbed, or killed someone." 

Asmussen (1 992) reports that of 859 tenth-, eleventh-, and twelfth- grade students surveyed 

in a Midwestern "small, urban, public school system," six percent had carried a weapon to school 
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at least six times during the school year while 12 percent had done so between one and five times. 

Ten percent of the respondents had carried a weapon to school "during the past 30 days." Males 

were more than three times as likely as females to carry weapons. Knives were the most commonly 

carried weapon followed by handguns, clubs, and other weapons. 

Regarding specifically the issue of youth and firearms, a 1987 survey of 390 high school 

students in Baltimore found that almost half of the males had carried a gun to school at least once 

(Hackett, Sandza, Gibney, et al. 1988). Sadowski, Cairns, and Earp (1989) report that five percent 

of 664 teenagers they surveyed in 1987 in two suburban and rural southeastern school districts 

indicated having owning a handgun. Sheley and Brewer (1995), via a survey of public school 

suburban youth in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, found that 20 percent of the male students sampled 

owned a revolver, 17 percent owned an automatic or semiautomatic handgun, and 28 percent had 

carried a gun outside their home. 

A survey of fourteen- and fifteen-year-old male public school students in Rochester, New 

York, in approximately 1990 found six percent owning a gun for "protection" (as opposed to 

ownership for sporting purposes; in the investigators' opinion, protective guns primarily were 

handguns and sawed-off long guns). Seventy percent of the protective gun owners and 1 1 percent 

of the sport owners carried a gun on a regular basis (Lizotte, Tesoriero, Thornberry, et al. 1994). 

Callahan and Rivara (1 992), through a survey of eleventh-grade students in Seattle, found that 1 1 

percent of the males in their study reported owning a handgun; six percent had carried a gun to 

school sometime in the past. Callahan, Rivara, and Farrow (1 993), via a survey of incarcerated 

juveniles in Kings County, Washington, found that 59 percent of their sample had owned a handgun 

and that 46 percent had carried a gun to school. 
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The most comprehensive study to date of juveniles and fiearms was conducted in 199 1 by 

the authors of the present study (Sheley and Wright 1995) using samples of 835 male inmates in six 

maximum security juvenile correctional facilities in California, Illinois, Louisiana, and New Jersey 

and 758 male students from ten inner-city public high schools located in those same states. Both 

groups of respondents came from families where ownership and carrying of firearms was common; 

ownership and carrying were also widespread among respondents' peers. Inmates had lived and 

students were living in social environments marked by violence and victimization. Among inmates, 

for example, 84 percent reported that they themselves had been threatened with a gun or shot at and 

half had been stabbed with a knife. Forty-five percent of the students had been threatenedwith a gun 

or shot at while on the way to or from school; one in ten had been stabbed. 

Eighty-three percent of the inmate sample owned a gun at the time they were incarcerated; 

65 percent owned three or more guns. Of those who had ever owned a gun, two-thirds acquired their 

first firearm by the age of 14. Handguns and shotguns were the most commonly owned weapons, 

although more than a third also possessed a military-style rifle at the time of incarceration. Among 

the high school students, 30 percent had owned at least one gun in their lives; 22 percent possessed 

a gun at the time the survey was completed. Concerning types of firearms, the preference was for 

well-made handguns. Three-fourths of the inmates and two-thirds of the students who owned a 

handgun possessed guns of large caliber, with the 9mm being the most popular caliber. Gun 

ownership and carrying among both inmates and students appeared motivated primarily by a sensed 

need for self-protection. Guns were more a response to the perceived violence and predation of the 

community than a matter of status among peers. 

Firearms circulatedwidely and freely through the neighborhoodsof the respondents. Seventy 
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percent of the inmates and 4 1 percent of the students felt that they could get a gun with "no trouble 

at all;" an additional 17 percent of the inmates and 24 percent of the students said it would be "only 

a little trouble." For both groups, family, fiends, and street sources (mainly drug dealers and 

addicts) were the principal providers of guns; street prices averaged about $100 for handguns and 

$300 for military-stylerifles. Gun theft was relatively common among the inmates; both groups also 

reported fiequent use of proxy purchasers to obtain guns through retail outlets. Forty-five percent 

of the inmates could be described as gun dealers in that they stated they had bought, sold, or traded 

"lots" of guns. Dealers were more involved in crime, more likely to carry a gun, more likely to own 

all types of weapons, more involved in shooting incidents, and more accepting of shooting someone 

to get something they wanted. 

Use of hard drugs was relatively common in the inmate sample and rare among the inmates; 

but very few respondents in either sample could be described as hard-core, regular drug users. Drug 

use was linked to gun possession and activity. As well, the large majority of the inmates (72 

percent) and a notable minority of students (1 8 percent) had either themselves dealt drugs or worked 

for someone who did. Firearms were a common element in the drug business. Eighty-nine percent 

of the inmate dealers and 75 percent of the student dealers had carried guns. Also, firearms were a 

frequent medium of exchange in the drug trade at all levels. 

Finally, among inmates, 68 percent were affiliated with a gang or quasi-gang; among 

students, the figure was 22 percent. With a few exceptions, members of organized gangs were more 

active gun owners, gun carriers, gun thieves, gun dealers, gun users, drug users, drug dealers, and 

criminals than were members of quasi-gangs, who were in tun more active than juveniles as a 

whole. 
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Of related interest, employing survey items based upon those found in the OUT study, Decker 

and Pennell (1996) conducted an investigation of access to and use of illegal firearms by 7,000 

persons arrested in eleven urban areas during the first six months of 1995. The respondents included 

adult as well as juvenile arrestees and females as well as males. The findings pertaining to a 

subsample of juvenile males within this study were remarkably similar to those reported by us. One 

in three had owned a gun within tbmy days of their amst, and one in three also reported carrying 

a gun on a regular basis (“some of the time’’). Acquisition of firearms seemed linked primarily to 

illegal markets, and guns allegedly were obtained by respondents with ease. Two-thirds of the 

juvenile arrestees had used a gun to commit a crime. Guns were viewed primarily as protection 

devices. Drug sales and gang membership increased the odds of owning guns and in involvement 

in firearm-related criminal activity. - 
In the aggregate, the studies just reviewed indicate that weapon-carryingand weapon-related 

crime by youth in this country are very real problems. Substantialpercentagesof urban youth clearly 

are affected by weapon-related phenomena. If media accounts are to be believed, the problem no 

longer is confined to the big city and lower-class neighborhoods; it has spread (is said now to be 

spreading) to smaller cities and to middle-class neighborhoods within them (Chicago Tribune 1992; 

Washington Post 1992; Newsweek 1992; Time 1993; US. News and World Report 1993). 

Ye< the same review of extant research leaves us with a picture lacking detail. National-level 

studies ask only the most general questions about weapons-relatedviolence among youth. Some of 

the studies utilizing more select samples provide slightly more detail, but these in turn are hampered 
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by questions of generalizability, not the least of which pertains to their urban and, often, inner-city 

focus. The most detailed of the studies described above (Sheley and Wright 1995), for example, is 

based only upon a sample of the most serious (and, therefore, perhaps not the average) m f b e d  

offenders and a sample of students from inner-city schools previously identified as having gun- 

related problems (rendering questionable the extent to which its results pertain to other types even 

of inner-city students). Only two studies reviewed above (Sadowski et al. 1989 and Sheiey and 

Brewer 1995) pertain &ctly to suburban youth. 

banswered 0 u e a o m  

Absent, then, from extant research is generalizable and detailed Xormation on weapon- 

related behaviors among American youth. Hence, we are unable to assess the extent to which 

weapons and potentially attendant crimes, fears, and victimizations characterize the average 

suburban youth or the average rural youth. Nor are we able seriously to address such issues as the 

relationship between historically hunting- and sporting-weaponcultures and more recent crime- and 

protection-weaponcultures. To what extent, for example, do traditional hunting cultures influence 

adolescents' use of firearms and other weapons (Lizotte et al. 1994)? 

None of the studies reviewed above addresses directly the following important questions 

regarding weapon-relatedactivity among youth: If weapons are indeed prevalent among youth, what 

kinds of weapons are they? To what use are they put -- protection, intimidation, crime? Assuming 

that the motivation is self-protection,against whom? What is the nature of the perceived threat that 

prompts such measures? 

In what settings are weapons carried -- on school grounds, away from school? Does weapon- 
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carrying differ in quantity and quality across the urban and non-urban spectrum and across racial and 

ethnic groups, social classes, age groups, and so forth? In what ways are any of these behaviors 

linked to criminal, gang and drug activity among youth? In what ways are they linked to (follow 

fiom or promote) fear of violence among youth? 

Nearly the same questions can be asked regarding weapon-related victimizations among 

youth. Does type of weapon-related victimization vary across urban and non-urban settings and 

across the sociodemographiccategories that distinguish youth? In what ways does involvement in, 

illegal activities by youth increase their likelihood of weapon-related victimization (Jensen and 

Brownfield 1986; Lauritsen, Laub, and Sampson 1992; Lauritsen, Sampson, and Laub 199 1 ; Sheley, 

McGee, and Wright 1992)? 

And what of guns specifically? Much attention has been focused in recent years on so-called 

military-sty le weapons, the automatic and semiautomatic handguns and rifles that have been 

popularized in graphic movies of the past decade. How many youth have owned such a gun? What 

kinds of guns are young people likely to possess or carry? Where and how do juveniles obtain their 

fiearms? How easily and at what cost? There is a popular impression that guns of all sorts are 

widely and routinely available to youth, that any fifteen-year-old can obtain a gun with only a 

modest investment of effort and money. Can it really be that easy?* Is the link between drug 

2. Results from our earlier study of firearm acquisition by inner-city 
high school students indicate that for that segment of the population, 
acquisition is fairly simple. Students perceive guns as fairly comon in 
their social environments. Those who obtain guns do so with apparent ease 
and at low cost (Sheley and Wright 1995). Whether this same pattern carries 
over into other sections of cities and towns -- that is, whether or not among 
suburban, middle class youth, for example - -  has yet to be assessed on a 
national level. 
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trafficlung and the possessionand use of guns by students more or less strong than that between drug 

activity and the possession and use of other types of weapons? 

The number of unanswered questions above suggests that we do not yet know nearly enough 

about how, where, and why juveniles obtain, carry, and use weapons and under what circumstances 

weapons are used against them. Without such information, we cannot design or even think 

intelligently about policies to prevent or at least to decrease weapon-related activity. The need for 

more extensive research focused specifically on youth and their weapons thus seems pressing. The 

primary vehicle by which to provide the answers to the above questions in a manner that avoids the 

sketchiness of past national-level studies and the lack of generalizability of past select-sample studies 

is the detailed survey of a national sample of youth from a fuller range of urban, suburban, and rural 

settings. 

Research Des ia  

Student Survev 

What is singularly most absent from our store of information about youth, weapons, and 

violence are detailed data from the broader spectrum of American juveniles -- high-school-age youth 

from a range of social and geographic environments. This report describes an effort to achieve a 

broader sample, one that offers greater variety regarding history, cultural diversity, population size 

and density, urban and non-urban mix, economic situation, and class, race, and ethnic distributions. 

While a few national-level surveys of youth concerning such topics as delinquency and drug use 

have been conducted in the past, most have been broadly topical, making the issue of youth, 
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weapons, and violence peripheral at best. The present study constitutes the first national-level 

survey of youth to gather detailed behavioral and attitudinal data concerning these issues. 

The juveniles in question are juniors and seniors in high schools in the United States. 

Reaching a national sample of youth through their schools was considered the most practical means 

of sampling within the financial parameters of this study. The limitation to juniors and seniors also 

permitted a wider range of schools to be sampled (i.e., fewer numbers of students per school) than 

would have been possible were samples of the full range of students in each school attempted. 

Importantly, for a number of reasons, the present sample is not fully representative of 

American youth. First, it is limited to male respondents. This is wholly a function of the finances 

available for the study; indeed, the attention solely to males was suggested by NIJ reviewers of the 

proposal for this research. Of note, studies to date that have included female respondents report 

considerable under-involvement by females in weapon-related activities relative to the involvement 

of males (Asmussen 1992; Callahan and Rivara 1992; Sadowski, Cairnes, and Earp 1989; Sheley 

and Brewer 1995; Sheley and Wright 1995; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1991). 

In short, the research conducted for this study would have required a very large sample of female 

students in order to permit any but the most rudimentary descriptive analysis regarding weapon- 

related activity. 

Second, this investigation’s focus is upon high school students and, thus, it does not include 

youths who have dropped out of high school. Compensating somewhat for this, the most detailed 

knowledge we now possess about youth and violence pertains to juveniles who have dropped out 

of school or are only marginally in school (see, for example, see Cernkovich, Giordano, and Pugh 

1985; Fagan, Piper, and Moore 1986; Sheley and Wright 1995). While we do not mean to imply that 
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the present study can be combined directly with those in the literature somehow to form a national 

sample of students and dropouts, we do believe that it can supplement prior research findings by 

providing comparative data concerning groups other than those about which the most is known 

already. 

Third, and related, though the respondents were generated through use of a random sample 

of US. high schools, the students within those schools were not randomly sampled, and thus was 

introduced a potential self-selection bias toward youth who were more law-abiding (the sampling 

procedure and the bias in question are described fully below in the “Methods” section). In short, 

“good boys” may well have been more likely to find their way into this study than were “bad boys.”3 

3 .  It was originally our plan to produce a random sample of students 
within a random sample of high schools. This was to have been accomplished 
through use of lists of students provided by schools which would have 
permitted us to correspond directly and, if necessary, repeatedly with 
potential respondents. The same lists presumably would have included the 
names of students who had dropped out of school after we received the 
information, thus making our sample yet more generalizable. While we did 
obtain such lists from a few schools, we failed to do so in the majority of 
cases. The political climate of the late 1990s differs considerably fromthat 
of the earlier part of the decade. Where only a few years ago, we gained easy 
access to students in studies with virtually an identical content, access 
often was effectively denied in the present effort. In some cases, 
principals stated that they did not have the staff needed even to generate 
a list to forward to us. Most, however, stated that their school boards 
would not permit the distribution of students‘ names to researchers even were 
those names protected during and deleted after the study. In the majority of 
such cases (especially in Western states), a survey of students concerning 
exposure to weapons and violence was deemed far too politically sensitive for 
the community. In many instances, principals who had pledged cooperation 
were ordered by their superintendents or their school boards to reverse their 
decision. In the end, we were left in the majority of cases involving 
cooperative schools with principals pledging to mail questionnaires for us to 
a random sample of their students. Only a handful agreed to send followup 
letters; the lack of followup likely cost us the opportunity to bring more 
troublesome boys into the sample. See “Partial ‘Good-Boy’ Bias“ in the 
“Methods” section below. 
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In the sense that it is used here, a “good boy’’ sample is not entirely undesirable. The bulk 

of research devoted to juveniles to date has focused on ‘’troubled youth” or on youth living in 

severely troubled social settings. For the most part, the question at issue has been the use of 

weapons, especially firearms, proactively in crime-, drug-, and gang-related situations. The shift in 

attention to “good boys” permits us to assess not only the extent to which weapon use has seeped 

into theoretically less problematic populations but also, and perhaps more importantly, the extent 

to which weapon-related victimization and fear invade the lives of “good boys.’” 

Data Collected From Schoo 1 Admimstrato rs . .  

The process of selecting a sample of students from the nation’s high schools also permitted 

data collection fiom a representative sample of urban and non-urban high schools concerning 

characteristics of the schools, their incidence of weapon-related activity (possession, transport, and 

use), and the range and effectivenessof strategiesthe schools have utilized to prevent such activity. 

Little infomationhas been gathered systematicallyregarding safety in schools. Less still is known 

about the large number of options and programs available to schools as they attempt to provide 

secure learning environments (National School Safety Center 1988). Overall, what has been tried 

has been labeled generally unsuccessful (Prothrow-Stith 199 1). One of the few national-level studies 

of types of standard school security measures (hall monitors, visitor sign-ins) found no significant 

relationship between these measures and students’ chances of violent victimization (Bastion and 

4. Our prior research findings (Sheley and Wright 1995) indicate that 
the overwhelming majority of juveniles from even the most troubled inner-city 
schools have little or no active involvement with gangs, drugs, crimes, or 
w s .  However, less directly, they must arrange their lives around the 
potential harm that may occur through the activities of the minority of their 
peers who do engage in illegal activities and carry and use weapons. 
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Taylor 1 99 1 : 13). The information used in the present study is more detailed than most and has been 

folded into the data fiom student respondents for analysis of the influence of school characteristics 

on weapon-related behavior. 

Census and Descnpti ve School Data . .  

In addition to the data collected directly from students and school administrators, we have 

added to the individual student data files census information concerning the cities and towns in 

which the sampled schdols are located. These data include size of city or town, racial and ethnic 

population distributions, age, gender, and educational attainment distributions, median household 

and per capita income distributions, poverty rates, labor force and unemployment rates, and violent 

and property crime rates. 

As well, the source fiom which we drew our sample of schools (see below) provides 

information concerning type of school, grades taught, enrollment, and size of community. These 

data have been integrated into the individual student files to which they pertain, and permit analysis 

of the bearing of the variables in question on weapon-related characteristics and behaviors of 

members of the sample. 

Method 

Data for this study derive primarily from two surveys, the first a lengthy questionnaire 

focused primarily on exposure to weapons (primarily firearms and knives) and violence, completed 

by students enrolled in a national sample of hgh  schools and the second a questionnaire completed 

by administrators of the schools in question regarding school characteristics, levels of weapon- 

related activity in the schools, and anti-violence strategies employed by the schools. 
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& 2 u u a u k  

Patterson's American Education (Educational Directories, Inc. 1994) contains a complete 

listing of every secondary school in the United States. Each school is identified as to type (public, 

private, or parochial), and the listing includes information about the grades taught at the school (K 

through 12, high school only, etc.), the total school enrollment, and the size of the legal community 

in which the school is located. 

A random sample of 132 high schools was drawn from the Patterson 's listing, with sampling 

probabilities proportionate to the size of the loth and 1 lth grade populations enrolled in a given 

school. Sampling with probabilities proportionate to the size of the relevant population was 

necessary in order to avoid the obvious bias against students in larger high schools that would result 

in a simple random sample from the Patterson '.s listing. 

Of the 132 schools in the original sample, 53 (40 percent) consented to participate in the 

project. At both bivariate and multivariate levels, the participating schools were compared with non- 

participants across several variables pertaining to the schools themselves: region, grades offered (six 

years, four years, two years, and so forth), size of enrollment, and public or private status. As well, 

they were compared in terms of numerous characteristicsof the cities and towns in which they were 

located: city size, racial and ethnic population distributions, age and gender distributions, average 

educational attainment level, income characteristics, employment distribution, percent in poverty, 

and crime levels. In all instances, save one, no significant differences were apparent between the two 

samples. The exception pertained to the fact that participating schools tended to be located in cities 

with higher percentages of the population 65 years and older. Entered into a regression equation, this 

variable proved unrelated to participation status. 
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As the findings presented in Table 1 indicate, in the aggregate, schools ultimately 

participating in this project displayed considerable variation in all but a few categories. They were 

roughly evenly divided among regions of the country. The vast majority served high school students 

only. More than half of the schools sampled enrolled above 1,000 pupils though few exceeded 

2,500. Nearly nine of every ten schools was a public institution. Seven of every ten were located 

in towns with populations of 10,000 and under, though most of these schools served regional or 

county populations. 

(See Table 1) 

We also observed considerable variation in the population characteristics of the cities and 

towns in which participatingschools were located. In nearly one of every four cities and towns, more 

than 30 percent of the citizens were non-white, and nearly one in six cities and towns had greater 

than a third of its population under 25 years of age. Male-female distributions across cities and 

towns were roughly equal; in only 4 percent of the sites was more than 5 1 percent of the population 

male and in only 2 percent was the male population less than 45 percent of the total population. In 

six of ten cities and towns, at least 70 percent of the population had earned at least a high school 

degree. At least three of every ten households in 5 1 percent of sample cities and towns were headed 

by poor females. One in four sites had unemployment rates exceeding 8 percent. Half had median 

household incomes below $25,000. Finally, one in three had violent crime rates exceeding 900 per 

100,000 population. 

Student Samp le 

The total number of surveys completed by students in this study was 734. Data were 
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collected during the spring of 1996. As noted earlier (see Footnote 4), our attempts to procure from 

school administrators lists of their male tenth- and eleventh- grade students on which to base our 

sampling bore little fruit. We received lists from only eight of the 53 cooperating principals. We 

chose a sample of 10 percent from each of these lists and sought participation directly from the 

students involved. Each received a letter describing the study and guaranteeing confidentiality, a 

copy of the survey, a postage-paidreturn envelope, and a ticket which, when completed and returned 

with the survey, granted the respondent eligibility to win one of ten cash prizes of $100.00 to be 

awarded through a drawing.s The initial request to participate, plus two followup letters to those 

who did not respond positively to the original request, produced a response rate of 33 percent (within 

a range of 27 to 50 percent) and 45 completed surveys. 

The remaining cooperative principals chose instead to select from their rosters, via a 

rescribed method, the necessary 1 0-percent sample. They then forwarded to their students, by mail, 

the packet described above. The administrators thus were able to protect the anonymity of their 

students. The cost to the present project, however, was the loss of the personalized appeal to the 

student; letters forwarded by the principals contained a “Dear [school name] High Student” greeting. 

5. The data collection design for this study was based upon the Total 
Design Method (TDM) developed and refined by Dillman (1978; 1983). T D M  
consists of compulsive attentiveness to every detail of the mailout-mailback 
survey. Two elements are especially critical: the look and “feelii of the 
initial mailing and an aggressive followup schedule. T D M  questionnaires are 
professionally printed on heavy bond paper and bound with a professionally 
designed, official-looking and eye-catching cover. They are accompanied by 
a cover letter on official letterhead that contains a full inside address, 
states the purpose of the survey, and requests the respondent’s cooperation. 
Cover letters are always hand-signed in blue ballpoint ink. Business reply 
envelopes are provided; stamps (not metered postage) are used on the outgoing 
packets in order to avoid the appearance of junk mail or third class mass 
mailing. 
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Lost as well was any practical ability to issue followup letters to the students. In a few cases, 

administrators were able to work with us to develop a numbering system by which they could 

identify and mail a second packet to students who had not responded previously. The majority, 

however, simply did not have the resources to devote to the followup effort. 

The school-distributed method produced an additional 689 respondents, reflecting an 

average response rate of 46 percent, within a range of 15 percent to 99 percent. Surprisingly, then, 

the response rate for the less personalized, schooldistributed method exceeded that for the 

personalized direct appeal to the student. Personalization itself likely was not the telling factor. 

Rather, differences among the schools more likely explained the difference in response rates. We 

do not assume that the eight schools whose administrators supplied student lists to us were 

representative of the schools who participated in the study. They tended to be smaller and, by 

definition, without the political constraints that influenced the decisions of the remaining 45 

participating schools. Whether or not these elements translated to a different type of student cannot 

be known definitively but clearly can be entertained hypothetically. 

. As noted earlier, the possibility that response rates would reflect 

a “good-boy” bias was a concern fiom the start of this project. It was assumed that “good boys,” 

those less likely to engage in illegal activities, would be more likely to agree to participate in the 

study than would “bad boys,” those more likely to engage in illegal activities. Our assumption was 

also that we would bring more of the “bad boys” (including school dropouts whose names were 

listed before they withdrew from school) into the sample as we conducted repeated, direct appeals 

to youths who failed to respond positively to the fmt request to complete the survey. Our inability 

to acquire student lists from the vast majority of school administrators, and the average 

99 Partial “Good-Bov B l a  

25 

U.S. Department of Justice.
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the
has not been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those
This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report



administrator’s inability to facilitate personalized, repeated mailings of the survey to their pupils, 

made the “good-boy” bias more likely. 

While there was little to be done to address the problem of school dropouts, we were able to 

fashion a test of the extent to which the type of student who responded to a single appeal to complete 

a mailed survey differed fiom the average student in his class. From among participating schools, 

we chose three sites at which to administer surveys directly and personally to students. At each site, 

a ten percent sample of junior and sehior males was chosen fiom the school roster. Students were 

called individually or in small groups into a testing room. The same explanation for the study was 

given to them as to the students who had been sent the survey by mail. The same opportunity to win 

$100 was offered to them. Response rates for the three schools were 91, 92, and 99 percent, 

respectively. In all, 106 students (not included in the sample for the present study) completed the 

survey. 

The results derived fiom the on-site survey were compared with those derived fiom the 

questionnairesmaiied to students (N = 64) from the same school sites. The comparison suggested 

differences in some areas, always pointing to more problematic behavior or characteristics on the 

part of the on-site sample. On-site respondents differed fiom mailed-surveyrespondents, statistically 

significantly, in school performance, in shooting and beating victimizations off of school grounds, 

in use of knives to threaten others, in ownership of automatic or semiautomatic handguns, and in 

carrying guns outside the home. They did not differ in victimizations on school property, in 

victimizations involving knives, in arrest history, in self-reported theft, burglary, armed robbery, 

assault with a gun or knife, drug use or sales, and gang membership, and in ownership of regular 

rifles, automatic or semiautomatic rifles, shotguns and sawed-off shotguns, and revolvers. 
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In sum, differences are suffciently obvious to indicate that the two samples are not entirely 

alike. The differences do not pertain to trivial behaviors and characteristics. Yet, the list of 

behaviors and characteristics (equally non-trivial in nature) for which there are no differences is 

larger and appears, in the aggregate, to indicate that the two samples are more alike than not. We 

thus observe a partial "good boy" bias by virtue of the absence of school dropouts from our sample 

and at least some differences between on-site and mailed-survey samples. In terms of national level 

samples in investigations 6f weaporis and violence among youth, we would argue that, warts and all, 

the present sample comes closer to providing a look at the "average" American teenager than do any 

prior, related studies. 

m s t r a t o r  Samde . .  

In addition to asking participating school administrators to facilitate the distribution of the 

mailed survey to their students, we asked them to complete a survey concerning aspects of their 

school and its characteristics (including levels of and measures against violence). Of the 53 

administrators participating in the study, 48 (90 percent) completed the survey about their school. 

School and city and town profiles of those who completed the surveys were compared with the 

profiles of those who did not. Though their numbers were sufficiently small to preclude evaluation 

of statistically significant differences, the five administrators who did not complete the survey were 

somewhat more likely to come from smaller schools in the South and West and to be located in cities 

or towns with higher than average male populations and higher than average violent crime rates. 

Survev Instnun entatiqg 

The student survey (see Appendix I) included items, primarily forced-choice, concerning 

demographic characteristics of the respondent, family living situations, educational situations and 
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aspirations, drug, criminal, and gang activities, crime- and violence-relatedcharacteristics of family 

and fiends, respondent's social and recreational activities, exposure to violence generally, personal 

victimizationhistory, and possession of and activities related to firearms and knives. Most of these 

items were patterned after those used in our prior studies of the same topic (Sheley and Brewer 1995; 

Sheley and Wright 1995). 

The survey of administrators(see AppendixII) was also forced-choicein design. In addition 

to providing basic demographic data about their schools, respondents were asked to rate the. 

seriousness of violence, drugs, and guns and other weapons in their institutions. They were asked 

to provide weapon-related information about the average male junior in their schools as well as to 

estimate the number of incidents involving various types of weapons on school grounds during the 

past three years. Finally, the administrators were asked to identify which from an extensive list of 

"violence reduction measures" were in place at their schools. 

. .  issinv D ab. ResDonse Cons istencv. and Validiu 

Throughout this report, the number of cases varies slightly across items. Most student 

respondents completedover 95 percent of the items in the survey. All administratorswho responded 

completedthe entire administrator'ssurvey. Thus, the number of missing cases for any given item 

is fairly low. Even in the extreme, when two items with the greatest number of missing cases are 

cross tabulated, only four percent (30 cases) are lost from the analysis. We find no particular pattern 

underlying the missing cases, and their numbers are sufficiently small that comparison of their 

profile with that derived from available cases regarding variables of interest (possession of weapons, 

for example) produces no statistically significant differences. 
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The reliability and validity of self-report data such as those utilized here can, of course, be 

questioned. Yet, self-reportedcriminality data probably suffer less fiom problems of reliability and 

validity than most observers would guess (Homey and Marshall 1992). Using polygraph tests, for 

example, Clark and TifR (1 966) found most responses by juveniles to self-report items truthfbl (see 

also Akers, Massey, Clarke, et al. 1983). Researchers have found that few respondents who report , 

4 

no offenses have police records (Elliott and Voss 1974; Hardt and Peterson-Hardt 1977; Hirschi 

1969). Others have establishedthat self-report data generally are free of dishonesty by questioning 

the respondents' peers and teachers about the veracity of their statements. Fanington (1 973) noted 

that 75 percent of the self-reporteddelinquency in one study was re-reported in a second study two 

years later. Indeed, systematic reviews of the literature generally have accorded self-reported 

criminality data fairly high marks (O'Brien 1985). As Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis (1 98 1 : 1 14) have 

commented: "Reliability measures are impressive and the majority of studies produce validity 

coefficients in the moderate to strong range." 

To the extent that problems have arisen, they have indicated that more seriously criminal 

respondents are more subject to memory lapses and telescoping of their reports. Data from African- 

American respondents also may be less reliable and valid than those fiom white respondents 

(Huizinga and Elliott 1986), and females and males may respond unevenly to prevalence questions 

(Sampson 1985). 

Importantly, a major advantage of a mail survey such as the one employed for this study is 

the heightened anonymity it affords respondents in comparison to phone and face-to-face surveys. 

In general, the social-science literature indicates that response effects (response artifacts) are less 

problematic in self-administered than in researcher-administered questionnaires. Sudman and 
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Bradbum (I  974:66), for example, summarize as follows: "If the topic is threatening, more complete 

reporting may be obtained from self-administeredrather than personal interviews. Self-administered 

[questionnaires] may also be used for highly threatening questions dealing with possibly illegal 

behavior .... Where a socially desirable answer is possible on attitudinal questions, there is a greater 

tendency to conform [that is, give socially desirable answers] on personal interviews than on self- 

administered questionnaires." 

Our attempt to establish level of reliability in this study was based on the strategy employed 

in our earlierresearch on youth and firearms (Sheley and Wright 1995; see also Decker and Pennell 

1996). It is centered on responses to pairs of items, the responses to which were checked for logical 

consistency. For example, respondents who claimed in response to an item not to have carried a gun 

during the past twelve months should not have responded af€irmatively to a similar item regarding 

gun carrying during the same time period. Fifteen such items were examined. Percentage of 

hconsistent answers ranged from one to 10; average percentage of inconsistency was 1.8. The item 

that produced inconsistent responses from 10 percent of the subjects (the next highest percentage 

was 3) pertained to the carrying of knives for other than sport or hunting, possibly suggesting 

response inconsistency but also possibly indicating more ambiguity concerning reasons for 

transporting knives. 

To determine how systematic were the inconsistencies,we scored each respondent on number 

of inconsistent answers (with possible scores ranging fiom zero to 15). Only two percent of the 

respondents scored above two; only four persons scored above four. Reliability, at least in terms 

of response consistency, does not appear to have been problematic for the present sample. 
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Validity was more difficult to assess, since we had no official records against which to 

compare OUT anonymously self-reported data. Generally, however, studies like the one in question 

rely upon comllucr validation, primarily in the form of degree and direction of correlation regarding 

measures concerning apparently similar attitudes and behaviors (also a measure of reliability) and 

correlations between variables known to be related through prior research findings or otherwise 

theoretically likely to display an association. For example, respondents who attributedrespect fiom 

peers to ownership of a gun also felt that friends would look down on them if they did not carry a 

gun (Pearson’s r = .696). 

Attention concerning validity in this study focused upon items related to dangerousness of 

the respondent’s social environment. Observed relationships suggested a reasonably high level of 

validity. Perception of one’s neighborhood as violent was correlated with one’s characterization of 

mugging and gunfire (themselves related [r = -36 11) as very serious problems in the neighborhood 

(r = .3 13 and 399, respectively). The rating of one’s neighborhoodas extremely violent was related 

to a corresponding fear of violence in the neighborhood (r = .541). Fear of violence in school also 

was related to fear of violence in the neighborhood (r = .458). The respondent’s sighting of other 

youths carrying knives in his neighborhood was linked to the observation of knife carrying at his 

school (r = .575). Finally, attendance at social events at which shots were fired was related to the 

respondent’s sense that it was very likely that he would be shot by the time he was twenty-five years 

of age (r = .331). In sum, validity seems generally established for the purposes of this study. 
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ResDonden t Sociodemoglxi- t "  

Table 2 presents descriptive data on the social and demographic characteristics of our 

respondents. One percent of the respondents were fifteen years of age, 32 percent were sixteen, 

nearly half (46 percent) were seventeen, and 20 percent eighteen or above. Seven of every ten 

respondents were white. Sixteen percent were Hispanic, seven percent black, and three percent 

Asian. Only four percent of the sample fell outside these categories. Eight of every ten respondents 

lived in a single family house. Six of every ten lived with both parents; 16 percent lived with only 

their mother. The head of the household for half (52 percent) of the sample had at least some college 

education; one in five respondents came from households in which the head had not completed high 

school. Fourteen percent of the sample lived in households in which someone received some form 

of government assistance during the twelve months preceding completion of the survey. One in 

three respondents (34 percent) attended religious services weekly; one in five (18 percent) never 

attended services; the remaining 47 percent were arrayed across several categories of religious 

service attendance. 

(See Table 2) 

Table 3 offers an academic profile of the juniors and seniors in our sample. Most (64 

percent) were earning primarily As and Bs in school. Three in ten were earning Cs, and only one 

in twenty was averaging below a C. Absences from school rarely exceeded more than a few times 

per month. One third of the respondents had been expelled or suspended from school at least once. 

Only six percent were not certain of completing hgh  school, and only 10 percent had no plans to 

attend college after graduation. 
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(See Table 3) 

Bespodents 9 Cnmm.l - -  Activity 

In line with a sense of criminality as potentially peer-related, a number of items in our survey 

pertained to illegal activity committed by people close to the respondents. As the findings in Table 

4 indicate, one in ten (1 1 percent) survey subjects noted that a member of his immediate family had 

been convicted of a felony. Similarly, 24 percent of the sample had close firiends who had served 

time in a correctional facility. “Some” (as opposed to “none,” “most,” or “all”) of the males in the 

families of 17 percent of the respondents regularly carried guns outside the home (including in the 

ca) ,  but not for sport or hunting; an additional three percent noted that “most” or ‘‘all’’ of their male 

family members carried guns regularly. Seven percent had close friends who had shot someone. 

At least some of the friends of 14 percent of the respondents regularly canied guns outside the home 

(including in the car), but not for sport or hunting.6 

(See Table 4) 

Respondents were not, in the aggregate, highly involved in criminal activity. According to 

the figures presented in Table 5,25 percent had been arrested or picked up during their lifetime; 2 1 

percent reported being arrested or picked up by the police “during the past 12  month^."^ Average 

6. The item pertaining to family members who carried guns regularly 
included the admonition that responses should not include reference to 
relatives in law enforcement. 

7 .  Interpretation of the ”apprehension” finding is difficult given that 
it derives from a single item in the survey. We deliberately left the item 
in question relatively vague (“arrested or picked up“) because many juveniles 
are brought into custody without formal arrest, and because we were more 
interested in contact with the police. Yet, the vagueness of the item we 
utilized leaves us unable directly to address what seems to be an inflated 
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age of first arrest or apprehension was 14.6 years. Table 5 also presents findings pertinent to 

respondents’ involvement, “during the past 12 months,’’ in serious theft, armed robbery, burglary, 

“hard” drug activity (use and sales), and gangs.8 Only the item involving theft elicited affirmative 

responses from more than 10 percent of the sample; 14 percent reported committing this crime 

during the year preceding the survey. Eight percent reported committing burglary. Two percent had 

committed armed robbery, three percent “hard” drug sales, and five percent “hard” drug use.’ Eight 

percent of the sample claimed to be members of a gang. 

(See Table 5) 

Beyond reviewing the basic crime-involvement data, we are able to examine level of 

involvement in criminality. Students responded to each criminality item (excluding gang 

membership) by indicating frequency of involvement during the past year:“never,” “just once,” “a 

figure if the finding is treated literally. It is unlikely that one in four 
respondents, especially members of a ”good boy“ sample, had been apprehended 
in a manner that resulted in transport to a police station. Rather, we 
suspect that many of our respondents were referring, in their responses to 
this item, to traffic stops and field interrogations by the police. Our 
hypothesis gains credence in that 1996 data for a national sample of male 
high school seniors indicate that 14 percent had been ‘arrested and taken to 
a police station“ during the “last 12 months,“ but that 38 percent had 
received a traffic ticket or warning for a moving violation during the same 
period (Maguire and Pastore 1997:243,248). 

8. The item indicating theft was worded ”Stolen something worth more 
than $50”; armed robbery, “Used weapon to stick up a store or a person“; 
burglary, “Broke into a home, store, or car to steal something”; drug use, 
”Used a hard drug like crack, cocaine, or heroin”; and drug sale, ”Sold hard 
drugs such as crack, cocaine, or heroin.” Gang membership was indicated by 
the response (“yes“ or ”no”) to the item, ’Do you consider yourself a member 
of a gang?” 

9. 1996 data for a national sample of male high school seniors indicate 
that 4.9 percent had used cocaine during the past 12 months; one percent 
reported using heroin during the past 12 months (Maguire and Pastore 
1997 : 259) . 
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few times,” or “many times.” Thus, each respondent could be assigned a score of zero (never) to 

three (many times) for each item. For any given item, no more than seven percent of the sample 

received a score exceeding one. Seven percent of the sampie reported having committed theft more 

than once (but not ”many times”). Five percent reported committing burglary more than once. Only 

one percent of the sample had committed armed robbery and two percent sale or use of hard drugs 

more than once. 

Summing the scores across items, with scores ranging from zero (“never” for all offense 

types) to fifteen (“many times” for all offense types), we found only three percent of the respondents 

eaming scores in excess of two. 

Weapons in the Han ds of Rem ondents 

Possess’ l0Q 

In our attempt to gain a sense of the extent to which youths in our sample owned or otherwise 

possessed firearms, we provided each respondent with a list of firearms and asked him to check 

which he had owned or possessed at the time of the survey. Types of firearms included “regular” 

rifles, automatic or semiautomatic rifles, “regular” shotguns, sawed-off shotguns, revolvers, and 

automatic or semiautomatic handguns.1° 

Table 6 presents data concerning these firearms. Twenty-nine percent of the respondents 

owned or possessed at least one type of gun; eight percent owned or possessed three or more types. 

10. No distinction was made between automatic and semiautomatic weapons 
because prior research has indicated that juveniles often fail to make such 
distinctions (Sheley and Wright 1995:39). Authorities in the area (police, 
gun experts, criminologists) all suggest, however, that few juveniles possess 
truly automatic weapons. Rather, theirs more likely are semiautomatic. 
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Regular rifles ( I9 percent) and shotguns (I 8 percent) were the most fkquently possessed firearms. 

Automatic or semiautomatic rifles were possessed by eight percent of the students, revolvers by 

seven percent, and automatic or semiautomatic handguns by four percent. Few students reported 

owning a sawed-off shotgun (two percent). 

(See Table 6)  

Carrying Weapons 

Obviously, one need not own a weapon to carry one, and transport is the more serious 

problem. It is easy to imagine high school students who carry weapons, especially guns, that are 

borrowed from fiends or relatives. In our prior study of inner-city juveniles, higher percentages 

carried than owned or possessed firearms (Sheley and Wright, 1995). For the present sample, 

however, gun-carrying behavior was rarer than was ownership or possession. As the findings in 

Table 7 indicate, only six percent (N = 44) of o u  respondentsreported carrying a gun during the past 

12 months outside the home (including in the car) -- four percent "now and then" and two percent 

"most" or "all" of the time. Among carriers, the majority (59 percent) more likely did so in the car 

than directly on the person (41 percent)." 

(See Table 7) 

When a gun was carried outside the home by a respondent, it most likely was an automatic 

or semiautomatic handgun (50 percent) or a revolver (30 percent). Shotguns, regular and sawed-off, 

11. Cell-size difficulties prohibited a clear test of statistical 
significance, but the findings suggest that those from rural areas are more 
likely to report carrying a gun on the person while those from large urban 
areas are more likely to report carrying a g u n  in the car. 
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were each carried by seven percent of those who reported canying firearms. Regular rifles and 

automatic or semiautomatic rifles (each three percent) were less often the type of weapon carried 

outside the home. 

As is indicated in Table 7, knives too were carried by respondents, at considerably higher 

rates. Seventeen percent reported canying a knife "as a weapon" outside the home (and not for 

hunting or sport) - 12 percent "now and then," five percent "most" or "all" of the time. Though not 

presented in tabular foxh, the fmdings also suggest that weapon-related gun-carrying and knife- 

carrying were associated (r = .303). Of those who carried either weapon during the past year (20 

percent of the sample), 72 percent reported carrying only a knife, eight percent only a gun, and 20 

percent both a gun and a knife. 

Ease of Access to Firearms 

Our findings do little to dispel the notion that juveniles can obtain firearms relatively easily, 

though the difficulty factor with the current sample exceeded that associated with prior reformatory 

and inner-city samples (Sheley and Wright 1995). We asked present respondents how difficult it 

would be to obtain a handgun if they decided that one was needed and they did not already have one. 

Half (50 percent) reported that getting a gun would be little or no trouble; half rated the task as a lot 

of trouble if not impossible.'* 

Those who had carried a handgun outside the home during the last twelve months (N = 33) 

were asked where they obtained the handgun they carried most recently. Forty-eight percent had 

12. Eighty-seven percent of the reform school inmates and 65 percent of 
the inner-city student respondents in our prior study indicated that 
obtaining a firearm, at most, would be a little trouble. Relatively few 
respondents in either sample considered the task highly troublesome or nearly 
impossible (Sheley and Wright 1995:46). 

3 7  

U.S. Department of Justice.
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the
has not been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those
This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report



been given or loaned the gun by a family member or fiiend; an additional four percent reported 

sneaking the gun from home. Only two percent of the respondents had traded something for the gun; 

four percent had stolen it; and seven percent had used other, unspecified means of acquisition. The 

remaining 35 percent stated that they had bought the gun. 

Those who paid cash for the most recent handgun they carried reported spending between 

$25.00 and $350.00; the average purchase price was $1 12.00. The most common source of the 

purchase was a family member or fiiend (53 percent). Eighteen percent purchasedthe handgun from 

a street seiler (not involved with drugs), and six percent bought it from a drug-relatedsource. Eleven 

percent described the source as a gunshop, pawnshop, or department store. The final 12 percent 

purchased it fiom unspecified sources. 

A few respondents (three percent) claimed to have asked someone to purchase for them a gun 

(type neither specified nor restricted to handguns) to be used as a weapon (not for hunting or sports) 

during the past twelve months. Slightly more (five percent) had asked someone to buy a gun for 

them illegally (off the street, for example) during the same time period. Respondents were not asked 

to indicate whether or not their requests were honored. 

It seems, then, that firearms were thought by our respondents to be readily available, though 

few in our sample had put the assumption to the test. Those who had seemed, in the main, to have 

leaned heavily on home and friends as sources. Indeed, the percentage of handgun carriers who had 

been given the weapon by family or friends, had purchased the gun from these same sources, or had 

snuck the firearm from home was 71. 
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Yrban/SuburbaWRural Diffgences 

A major goal of this project was to gain a sense of differences across population sites in 

juveniles' weapon-related behaviors and experiences. We are able to explore the issue through the 

use of both census data for the city or town in which the respondent resided and through school 

administrators' descriptions of their schools as located in urban, suburban, or rural sites.'' 

As the findings presented in'Table 8 indicate, gun possession among respondents was related 

to size of the city or town in which they resided. At one end of the spectrum (town populations of 

fewer than 2,500) more than half of the respondents (54 percent) possessed some type of firearm; 

at the other (city populations exceeding 1 OO,OOO), only 15 percent did so. The same Statistically 

significant pattern pertained to ownership of three or more types of guns. The association held, also 

in statistically significant fashion, for both forms of rifles and for regular shotguns. The patterns for 

handguns were similar but the differences were not statistically significant. The relationship was 

not apparent regarding sawed-off shotguns. 

(See Table 8) 

Gun carrying, as well, was related to size of city or town of residence. Eighteen percent of 

those in towns with no more than 2,500 residentsreported carrying guns outside the home, including 

in the car but excluding hunting and target-shootinguses. Roughly half of these canied the weapon 

13. Neither of these measures wholly captures the respondent's general 
social environment. The city-size measure tells us little about the 
immediate (neighborhood) environment of the subject, and the school 
neighborhood measure has meaning only to the extent that it reflects the 
neighborhood in which the respondent lives. We employ other measures below 
to assess the respondent's perception of the safety of the neighborhood in 
which he lives. 
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"most" or "all" of the time. The level of gun-carrying in other areas was considerably lower - 
between seven and two percent, with the majority carjing "only now and then." l4 

Finally, though differenceswere apparent between the extreme rural and large-city categories 

of size of city or town in which the respondent resided, knife-carrying "as a weapon" - outside the 

home, excluding hunting and woodwork uses -- was not related in statistically sigdicant fashion 

. to the city-size variable. 

Utilizing administrators' descriptions of the neighborhood in which their school was located 

(rural, suburban, urban), we encountered much the same results as pertained to size of city or town 

of residence. As the findings presented in Table 9 indicate, gun possession in general, possession 

of three or more types of guns, and possession of any given type of firearm except sawed-off 

shotguns and automatic or semiautomatic handguns were related to type of neighborhood in which 

the respondent's school was located. Rural neighborhoods saw greater levels of possession, 

suburban neighborhoods somewhat less, and urban neighborhoods the least. 

(See Table 9) 

Both gun- and knife-carrying were also related to school neighborhood though in less direct 

fashion. While rural neighborhoods saw the greatest levels of both types of carrying, urban 

14. Though cell-size deficiencies negate the possibility of more 
definitive analyses, it is noteworthy that, among respondents who reported 
carrying a gun outside the home during the past year, those from rural areas 
(indicated by size of town of residence and by school administrator's 
description of school neighborhood) tended toward rifles as the most 
frequently carried gun while those from larger cities tended toward revolvers 
and automatic or semiautomatic handguns. 
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neighborhoods produced more gun- carrying than did suburban, and urban and suburban 

neighborhoods were alike in levels of knife-carrying. 

In sum, firearm possession and gun and knife carrying seemed more prominent among youth 

residing in more rural areas (see also Bryant and Shoemaker 1988 and Nelson, Grant-Worley, 

Powell, et al. 1996). The immediate inclination is to assume that these behaviors are somehow a 

function of a more recreational weapons environment. We explore this possibility more directly in 

the coming section. 

Motivations for Possession and C m i n g  of WeaDonS 

Though the issue of motivation for possession and carrying of weapons by American youths 

has been addressed in recent years (Sheley and Wright 1995), it is far fiom settled. Part of the 

uncertainty rests with the use of different sample populations across studies, part with how directly 

motivational variables have been measured, and part with the failure of studies to date to address 

directly the matter of recreational or sports uses of weapons. We explore the recreational-weapons 

issue first since, of necessity, it pe*s to interpretation of findings regarding levels of weapon 

ownership found in the majority of studies of this topic. That is, studies of more general gun 

possession by youths may be exaggerating the threat implied in high levels of possession if such 

levels pertain to recreational uses of firearms such as hunting and target shooting. We follow 

discussion of recreational issues with examination of criminality, status enhancement, and the . 

perceived need for protection as motivations for gun- and knife-carrying. 

Recreational WeaDons Cu lture 

Sorting recreational gun activity from other types of activity in studies of firearm possession 

and use has been a thorny issue for researchers (Lizotte and Bordua 1980; Lizotte, Bordua, and 
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White 1981; Lizotte, Tesoriero, Thornberry, et al. 1994). As noted above, we attempted to address 

the matter of the recreational weapons culture by asking respondents not to report instances of 

recreation-relatedweapons carrying when responding to OUT survey items. Every survey item that 

pertained to the canying of weapons directed the respondent, in underlined prose, not to "count the 

times" the weapon in question was used for hunting or target shooting (guns) or hunting or 

woodwork (lcmves). Nonetheless, we found not only higher levels of weapon possession among 

more rural populations but also higher levels of carrying guns and knives ("as a weapon") among 

the same population. Either the respondents in rural areas disregarded ("read through") the directive 

not to report recreational carrying, or some other reason for transport accounts for the finding. 

To gain a sense of weapon-related recreational activity among our respondents, we asked 

them to indicate the frequency (0 through 8 or more times), during the past twelve months, with 

which they had gone hunting or gone to a range for target shooting. The items were moderately 

correlated (r = .452) and were summed with scores ranging fiom 0 to 16. Sixty-one percent of the 

respondents received a score of zero; 12 percent received scores of one through two; 10 percent 

scores of three through six; nine percent scores of seven through eleven; and eight percent scores of 

twelve through sixteen.15 

15. We also asked whether or not respondents had gone to a safe place 
for target shooting during the past year. When this item was included among 
aggregated indicators of a recreational-weapons culture, the relationship to 
size of city of residence and to type of school neighborhood became less 
prominent. As well, recreational items displayed relationships with gang and 
certain criminality items. This suggested that individuals in non- 
recreational-weapons settings were test-firing their guns in places and ways 
that are not usually associated with sporting use. 
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Recreational activity score, as expected, was related statistically significantly, though only 

modestly, to size of city or town in which the respondent lived (r = -. 171) and to the nual, suburban, 

or urban quality of the neighborhood in which the respondent's school was located (r = -.240). Also 

as expected, the score was related to region of the country in which the respondent resided. Higher 

scores appeared for the respondents from the North Central, South Central, and Mountain states; 

lower scores characterized respondents from the New Englandhlid-Atlantic, South Atlantic, and 

Pacific Coast states. a 

Recreational use of firearms among the present sample was associated at statistically 

significant levels with possession of every type of firearm of interest in this study, from regular rifles 

to automatic or semiautomatic handguns and with carrying frrearms and knives "as weapons" outside 

the home. The universality of such relationships would suggest that illegitimate weapon uses also 

might characterize the juveniles who were involved in recreational gun use. However, recreational 

activity score was unrelated to each of the criminality measures employed in this study, to measures 

of status enhancement involving weapons, and to indicators of high levels of exposure to dangerous 

or protection-suggestive environments. 

To gain a sense of the potential for distortion in reports of problematic weapon-related 

activity when recreational firearm users are included in research samples, we removed from our 

sample those respondents who registered a score above zero for the recreation activity score (39 

percent of the sample). As indicated in Table 10, levels of firearm possession for the remainder of 

the respondents were considerably lower than those indicated for the entire sample. Possession of 

any type of gun dropped from 29 to 13 percent and of three or more types of fiom eight to two 

percent. Regular rifles and regular shotguns were now possessed by only eight and four percent of 
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the respondents, respectively (as opposed to previous reports of 19 and 18 percent). Percentage 

owning automatic or semiautomatic rifles fell fiom eight to two, and percentage with revolvers 

dropped fiom seven to three. 

(See Table 10) 

Importantly, possessionof sawed-off shotguns and automatic or semiautomatichandguns fell 

only one percent each, from two percent to one and from four percent to three percent, respectively 

(see Table 10). The amount of gun-carrying outside the home was the essentially the Same among 

the reduced sample as among the entire sample, though the likelihoodthat the gun in question would 

be carried on the person now exceeded the likelihood that it would be carried in the car. As well, 

the type of gun carried grew significantly more likely to be an automatic or semiautomatic handgun. 

No change occurred regarding the percentage of respondents who canied knives as weapons. 

It seems, then, that even when our survey respondents were asked not to refer to recreational- 

weapons use in reporting their gun-related activities, many tended to ignore the request, a finding 

also reported by Nelson and colleagues (1 996) following a survey of Oregon adultsi6 The findings 

obtained after recreational gun users were eliminated from the sample suggests that, to the extent that 

surveyors sample populations in high recreational gun-use areas (likely more rural in nature), they 

run the risk of inflating the estimate of more threatening, illegitimate weapon-related activity. The 

16. A reviewer of a previous draft of this report suggested that the 
notion of carrying a gun \\as a weapon" in more rural areas may not reflect 
the same 'sense of necessary protection from other people as would 
characterize gun carrying by more urban residents. Instead, a "weapon" might 
be thought more generally necessary as much in anticipation of problems with 
animals as with humans. As well, "being prepared" through carrying a 
"weapon" likely has a different cultural history and symbolic meaning among 
rural populations than among urban populations. Among the former, the 
referent is more general. Among the latter, the referent is decidedly more 
specific . 
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likelihood of doing so regarding less rural areas seems significantly lower. Indeed, once recreational 

gun-users were no longer in our sample, most of the statistically significant relationships between 

< -  
respondent’s city-size, urban-rural school neighborhood, and various weapon possession and 

carrying variables no longer pertained. 

4 

Weauons an d C-1 Ac tivity 

Conventional wisdom suggests that guns in the hands of juveniles equate to crime by 

juveniles. Yet, as we have noted, there are other potential uses of guns besides use for crime, and 

the level of criminality within the present sample appears low. In this section, we explore the extent 

to which gun- and knife-possessionand carrying were related to criminal behavior among the youths 

in our study. 

Five indicators of criminal activity during the past year theft, 

use, and drug sales) and one indicator of potential involvement in crime (gang membership) were 

examined for relationships to the various gun possession and gun- and knife-carrying variables of 

interest in this study. The findings displayed in Table 11 suggest that, though both gun-related 

activities and crime- and gang-related activities characterized only a minority of our respondents, 

the two forms of activity were indeed related. While possession of regular and automatic or 

semiautomatic rifles and possession of regular shotguns displayed no relationship to criminal and 

gang activity, auto- or semiautomatic handguns very clearly did; possession of sawed-off shotguns 

and revolvers did so as well, though to a somewhat lesser extent. The carrying of guns and knives 

as weapons was strongly linked to criminality and gang membership. Gun possession in general was 

related to some. but not to all, of these behaviors; possession of three or more types of guns was not. 

(See Table 11) 
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Importantly, the findings pertaining to weapons and criminality and gang membership are 

not new. They have appeared in a number of studies summarized at the outset of this report 

(albeit generated in those studies by highly select samples such as incarcerated adolescents, youths 

from a single city, or juveniles fiom the inner-city). The results in no sense link weapons possession 

or transport causally to criminality. Yet, they suggest that involvement by juveniles in criminal 

activity increases the likelihood of involvement in weapon-related activity. 

WeaDons as Status Svmboh 

A perceivedneed for "respect" is thought by many observers to motivate juveniles to possess 

and carry weapons, especially firearms. In this view, the gun is a symbolic totem that indicates 

"toughness" or "machismo," the primary functionof which is to impress one's peers. To explore this 

notion in the present study, we asked our respondentsto agree or disagree, on a scale of 1 (strongest 

agreement) to 10 (strongest disagreement)withthe following statements: "In my crowd, if you don't 

have a gun, you don't get respect"; "My fiiends would look down on me if I did not carry a gun"; and 

"My friends would look down on me if I did not carry a knife." No more than five percent of the 

sample agreed with any one of these statements to any degree (scale score 1 through 6). Table 12 

presents findings pertaining to these items and those related to weapon possession and transport. 

(See Table 12) 

With few exceptions, firearm-relatedactivities were not associated with the need for respect 

from one's peers among our respondents, as it pertained to gun-possession and carrying. The 

exceptions, however, are important. Possession of automatic or semiautomatic handguns and 

carrying a gun outside the home were related to the "status" items. To at least some degree, then, 
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status enhancement was linked to the kind of firearm possession and transport activity that seems 

most troublesome in the hming  of the issue of youth and weapons as a serious social problem. 

That is, the need for affirmation of or increase in self-esteem may prompt individuals to arm 

themselves. The fact of such arming (especially in the sense of public transport of guns), it would 

seem, would increase the likelihood of use of a gun in problematic situations. This theme is pursued 

more fully in the next section. 

Interestingly,the need for respect as it pertained to knife-carrying was a persistent predictor 

of the possession and carrying of guns as well as of knife-carrying in twelve months preceding our 

survey. Additionally, respondents who saw firearms as necessary to status enhancement were more 

likely than were those who did not to carry knives as weapons. Together with the general lack of 

association between the status enhancement items that pertained to firearms and the possession and 

carrying of guns, this finding suggests perhaps that the respondents' belief that guns were necessary 

to status enhancement did not result in their actual possession and transport because the risks 

involved in and the consequences deriving from such activity were thought much more serious than 

were those related to the carrying of knives. In short, the respondents who linked status and fixarms 

conceptually may have been stating that "they would if they could" carry guns to earn respect." 

WeaDons as Prot ectiQn 

A number of studies have pointed to self-protection in a dangerous environment as the 

primary factor motivating the weapon-related activity of juveniles (Callahan and Rivara 1992; 

17. The link between status enhancement and firearm-related activity 
has not been clear in prior research. Sheley and Wright (1995) found no 
evidence of an association among incarcerated juvenile offenders but did note 
some indication of a link among inner-city students. Similarly, Decker and 
Pennell(1996) report greater belief in the necessityof firearm possession to 
enhance status among arrestees who were involved in activities with higher 
levels of gun-related behaviors (gang membership and drug sales). 

4 7  

U.S. Department of Justice.
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the
has not been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those
This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report



Callahan, Rivara, and Farrow 1993; Decker and Pennell 1996; Fagan, Piper, and Moore 1986; 

Sheley and Wright 1995). We employed a number of indicators of the dangerous environment in the 

present study. While weapon-carrying and criminal activity were not common among our 

respondents, as the summary findings presented in Table 13 indicate, a social environment that 

contained weapons was somewhat more frequently reported. 

(See Table 13) 

Referencing a "violence" scale with a range of one (not violent) to ten (extremely violent), 

18 percent of the students in this study assigned a rating of five or above to their neighborhoods. 

Seventeen percent of our respondents reported being afraid, "sometimes" or "often" (as opposed to 

"never" or "rarely"), of violence in their neighborhoods. One in four (25 percent) reported that they 

"sometimes" or "often" personally observed other kids carrying knives as weapons in the 

respondent's neighborhood. Fifteen percent of the sample had at least some friends ("kids you spend 

a lot of time with") who regularly carried guns outside the home. Thirteen percent had attended 

parties or social gatherings during the past twelve months at which shots had been fired; respondents 

were asked to disregard events that were hunting- or sport-gun related. 

More directly indicating a dangerous environment, one in twenty respondents (five percent) 

reported having a member of his immediate family attacked by someone with a gun; one in ten (nine 

percent) had fiiends who had been attacked by someone with a gun. Three percent of the respondents 

themselves reported having been threatened with a gun and five percent having been threatened with 

a knife during the past twelve months. Against this backdrop, then, it is not surprising that seven 

percent of our sample felt that it was "somewhat" or "very" likely that they would have been shot 
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by the time they had reached their twenty-fifth birthday; the same percentage designated being 

stabbed by age twenty-five as "somewhat" or "very" likely. 

The findings displayed in Table 14 suggest relationships between many measures of 

dangerous environment and possession of firearms generally, possession of specific types of 

fxearms, and the carrying of both firearms and knives. The most obvious patterns of association 

pertain to having been threatened with a knife (significantly statistically related to nine of the ten 

weapon possessionand cafkying items), having observed youths in the neighborhoodcarrying knives 

(si&icantly related to eight items), expressing a reasonable likelihood of being shot by age twenty- 

five (related to eight items), and having been threatened with a gun (related to seven items). 

(See Table 14) 

As striking, reading down columns rather than across rows of Table 14, we find that canyhg 

a gun outside the home was related to each of the dangerous environment items, and both the 

possession of an automatic or semiautomatic handgun and carrying a knife as a weapon were related 

to ten of eleven items. Possession of a sawed-off shotgun was linked to affirmative responses to 

eight dangerous-environmentitems. Possessionof both forms of rifle and of regular shotguns was 

less obviously linked to the dangerous environment in which the respondent found himself.'* 

18. Note the negative relationships in Table 14 pertaining to fear of 
neighborhood violence and possession of guns generally and regular rifles and 
shotguns specifically. We may be observing here the phenomenon by which 
recreational users of guns derive a sense of safety through gun possession. 
The negative sign does not hold for possession of automatic or semiautomatic 
handguns or the carrying of weapons outside the home. In short, it would 
seem that we may be observing two populations. One sees the neighborhood as 
harboring predators but feels safe because he possesses shoulder arms (likely 
in the home). The other sees the neighborhood as dangerous because he is 
either engaged in problematic activities or traverses areas in which such 
activities occur; he more likely carries a handgun outside the home. 
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The sense that a fairly clear link holds between dangerous environment and weapon 

possession is buttressed by the responses of those who had carried guns and knives during the past 

year to a query as to the reasons for carrying. As indicated in the findings reported in Table 15, the 

perceived need for protection dominated the motivations associated with transport of both forms of 

weapon -- 43 percent for guns, 72 percent for knives. Holding a gun for someone was the only other 

seemingly common reason for carrying a weapon, specifically a gun (35 percent). Crime and status 

enhancement were, relatively speaking, of lesser importance in the carrying decision. 

(See Table 15) 

Multivariate Cons ideratiom 

The obvious question regarding the issue of dangerous environment and the possession and 

carrying of weapons among our respondents is whether those seeking protection were also those 

involved in illegal activity. Assumedly, persons whose routine activities place them in dangerous 

situations fmd themselves in greater need of protection. In this vein, we reported earlier that 

statistically significant relationships obtained between our indicators of criminality and most 

weapon-related items (see Table 11). Finally, our check of zero-order associations between the 

criminality items and dangerous-environment indicators found statistical significance across the 

board; each of the criminality indicators was related to each of the dangerous-environment 

indicators. This finding points to the need for multivariate analysis. 

The findings reported in Table 16 shed more systematic light on the matter of motivations 

for firearm possession and carrying as well as for the carrying of knives. The logistic regression 

model whose results are reported in the table was constructed following the testing of a number of 
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models that utilized demographic and school- and family-related variables examined in this study. 

Lack of association between many of these and the dependent variables produced an increasingly 

parsimonious model. As well, significant intercorrelations among indicators of the same variable 

resulted in the paring of multiple indicators to single indicators of given variables. 

(See Table 16) 

Importantly, the dependent variables at issue in this analysis were chosen to provide a sense 

of recreational-typefirearm possession (regular shotgun) and other possible types of possession (any 

gun possessed, three or more types of guns possessed, possession of a revolver) and weapon 

carrying. The percentage of respondents who possessed automatic or semiautomatic handguns (four 

percent) was too limited to permit interpretationof the regression results; it was not included in the 

analysis. Indeed, the percentages of respondents who possessed a revolver (seven percent) and 

canied a gun outside the home (six percent) were sufficiently limited to prompt caution in 

interpreting the regression results. Results concerning them are presented in Table 16 merely as 

“suggestive” regarding what most commentators consider the most troubling of youth-firearm 

activities: possession and carrying of handguns. More systematic exploration of this issue, with 

much larger or more directed samples, clearly is called for. 

Earlier testing of models of the influence of background variables upon weapon-related 

activity found few statistically significant relationships. The few variables that displayed more 

consistent links are included in the model in Table 16: region, size of school, size of city or town in 

which the respondent resided, race or ethnic identity and age of the respondent, and respondent’s 

self-reported school grade and absence records. The remaining variables in the model pertain to 

motivations for weapon-related activity. Recreational activity score is employed to signify 
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involvement in sports-relateduse of weapons. Level of respect associated with knife-carrying taps 

status enhancement through weapon-carrying; earlief tests indicated that this item performed better 

than, and was highly associated with, items pertaining to respect and firearms. Involvement in drug 

sales indicates involvement in criminal activity; it was highly associated with and performed as well 

as any of the other criminality indicators and the gang-membership item. Fear of neighborhood 

violence is utilized to indicate dangerous environment. A second indicator of d q p o u s  

environment, extent to which the respondent’s fiiends routinely carry guns, also is included in the 

m0de1.l~ 

The results suggest that only three independent variables consistently were at work, for the 

present sample, across all or most forms of weapon-related activity: school absences, recreational 

use of firearms, and fiiends’ gun-carrying. If we assume that recreational gun users do not engage 

in problematic firearm-related behaviors (as our earlier results suggest), we find that, once we net 

out the effects of this and other variables, distance fiom positive social institutions (school absences) 

and the perceived need for protection in the dangerous environment consistently influenced decisions 

to possess and carry weapons. 

When we examine the influences on each type of weapon activity separately, we find 

somewhat varying patterns. Possession of “any type of gun” and possession of a regular shotgun, 

19. This indicator obviously conceptually could refer to involvement in 
criminal activity and to “peer pressure” to carry weapons. However, it 
should be noted that, in the present model and at the zero-order level, it 
operates independent of the criminality indicator (drug sales). As well, 
peer pressure does not operate in a vacuum. It is tied to other activities 
(such as criminality) and to the need for status enhancement. In the present 
model and in bivariate results, friends carrying guns operates independent 
of, and in the opposite direction of, the indicator of the need for status 
enhancement. 
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for example, were more likely to occur among respondents living in the South Central part of the 

country; possession of a revolver and of three or more types of guns were not tied to a particular 

region. While possession of a revolver and possession of three or more types of guns were tied to 

recreational activity, they also were linked to dangerous environment; this was not the case for gun 

possession generally and for possession of a shotgun. Finally, independent of the effects of all other 

variables, including recreational orientation, the canying of a gun outside the home was associated 

with criminality (drug sales) and dangerous environment (fear of neighborhoodviolence and friends 

carrying guns routinely) but not with the need for status enhancement. 

The actual canying of a gun or a knife was influenced by a number of variables. Gun- 

canying was associated with all of the motivational variables, except status enhancement, and with 

absences fiom school. In short, net of the effects of recreational interests upon gun-carrying, guns 

were carried for most of the "wrong" reasons examined in this study. Holding constant the effects 

of recreational activity, knives were carried for status enhancement and as a response to a dangerous 

environment, but not for criminal activity. 

-s chool Re - Wea- 

Violence as a Problem 

Working with high-school administrators in conducting the present study afforded the 

opportunity to learn more about weapon-related problems in our sample of schools and what 

administrators were doing to confront the problems. While one in five administrators (1 9 percent) 
' 

considered violence either a "somewhat" or a "very serious" problem in their schools (as opposed 

to "not serious at all" or "not too serious" a problem), many fewer saw guns (two percent) and other 

weapons (eight percent) as at least somewhat serious. Indeed, no administrator considered it even 
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somewhat likely that students in his or her school routinely would carry a gun onto school grounds, 

and only two percent considered it even somewhat likely that some of their students routinely would 

carry guns while off campus. 

Administrators also tended to estimate as relatively low the danger of physical threat to their 

students. Only 10 percent felt it at least somewhat likely that a student would be physically 

threatened at school; 10 percent also considered the possibility that their students would be 

physically threatened while out of school as at least somewhat likely. 

Actual Incidents. Low estimates notwithstanding, the same group of administrators overall 

reported actual experiences with the problem of weapons. Only 42 percent reported not recalling any 

incidents involving guns on school grounds during the past three years. Twenty percent recalled 

three or more such incidents. Forty-six percent recalled at least three incidents involving knives on 

school grounds during the past three years; only 17 percent remembered none. Finally, 45 percent 

of the respondentsreportedthat at least one of their students had been shot, on or off school grounds, 

during the past three years; indeed, one in four of the administrators(28 percent)reportedat least two 

such shootings. 

Not surprisingly, the associations among the majority of the problem, threat, and incident 

variables just described were statistically significant. A sense of violence as a campus problem also 

suggested a view of guns (r = .622) and other weapons (r = .436) on campus as problematic. To the 

extent that admhstratorsviewed violence on campus as problematic, so also did they offer higher 

estimates of the likelihood that their students would carry guns onto campus (r = .351) and off 

campus (r = .346). The likelihood of threats of physical violence to students on campus as well as 

off campus was related to the sense of campus itself as violent (r = .413 and .332, respectively). 
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Finally, recollections of gun- and knife-related incidents on school grounds during the past three 

years were themselves related statistically significantly (r = .395). Both were linked to recollections 

of shootings of students, on or off campus, during the same period (r = .579 and .3 15, respectively). 

Given the high level of public attention to guns and violence in the urban youth culture, we 

had expected to find most of the above variables related to size of city or town in which the 

respondent resided and the urban, suburban, or rural character of the school's neighborhood. 

However, administrator's$erception of the school having a problem with violence, guns, or other 

weapons was unrelated to either variable. Estimates of the likelihood of gun carrying out of school 

and of threat in or out of school also were unrelated to either variable. Administrator's perception 

that students were likely to carry guns onto campus was significantly statistically,though negatively, 

related to the degree of urban character of the school's neighborhood. Only number of gun incidents 

on school grounds and shootings of students in or out of school were significantly statistically 

associated positively with city size (r = .322 and .438, respectively) and with urban character of 

school neighborhood (r = .282 and 244, respectively). 

Most of the problem, threat, and incident variables were significantly associated with the 

administrator's perception of drugs as a problem at his or her school; sense of a drug problem was 

highly related to sense of a violence problem, for example (r = .624). The administrator's estimate 

of the percentage of the student body from families receiving public assistance also was related 

significantly to many of the problem, threat, and incident variables -- to number of gun incidents on 

campus, for example (r = .260). Estimate of the percentage of students who drop out of school was 

related to half of the variables in question -- to likelihood of threat to a student off campus, for 

example (r = .350). 
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Measures to Jimit Violence on C w  

Administrators were asked to identify which measures, from a long list, that their schools had 

implemented to reduce violence. Table 17 displays the percentage of administrators responding 

affmatively to each measure. Those that were more common devices included revised disciplinary 

codes, locker searches, non-police monitors, conflict resolution programs, revised dress codes, 

multicultural training, designating schools as gun-free and drug-fiee zones, and suspensions for 

weapons violations. Relatively few schools (under 10 percent)were employing ID checks at school 

entrances, the use of metal detectors at school entrances, and video monitoring of hallways and 

classrooms (though 3 1 percent used such monitors on school busses). Police patrols in hallways and 

on school grounds found slightly more favor (1 5 percent and 27 percent, respectively) as did extra 

police patrols around school property (2 1 percent). Photo ID systems for students and staffhad been 

introduced into 33 percent of the schools. 

(See Table 17) 

None of the violence-limitingmeaures discussed above was related significantly statistically 

to size of city or town of residence of the respondent. Only three (suspension for weapons Violations 

[negative association], a dress code, and a photo ID system for staff and students) were related to 

degree of urban character of the neighborhoodin which the school was located. Only three (conflict 

resolution programs, photo IDS, and video monitoring of busses [negative association]), were 

significantly related to perception of drugs as a problem for the school. 

Percentage of students who drop out of school was the predictor of the greatest number of 

violence-limitingmeasures utilized by schools. It was associated significantly statistically with the 

use of police on campus and in school hallways, the deployment of extra police patrols around 
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school property, the use of non-police monitors at the school, the use of photo IDS for s ta f f  and 

students, and the establishment of the school as a gun-free zone. Finally, the administrator'sestimate 

of the percentage of students from families receiving government assistance was linked to the use 
* 

of police patrols in hallways and the use of video monitoring in classrooms and busses. 

In sum, differing pictures of school safety emerge dependent upon whether we focus upon 

administrators' estimates of degree of danger on campus or upon their recollections of weapon- 

related incidents on campus or involving their pupils more generally. The latter suggest the more 

serious situation. While it may be that the incidents to which administrators referred were of low 

seriousness, it is also important to note that nearly half of the administrators (45 percent) recalled 

that at least one student from among their pupils had been shot during the past three years (again, 

such shootings did not necessarily occur on school grounds). *O Neither estimates of level of danger 

nor recollections of actual weapons-related incidents were related to the urban, suburban, or rural 

quality (city or neighborhood)of the school. However, they were related to administrators'esthates 

of level of campus drug problem and to school dropout rate. 

Most schools had instituted some form of institutional response to the problem of violence. 

In the main, these were not extreme and, during the past decade, have become fairly common in 

schools nationally; they included such devises as conflict resolution and multicultural programs, 

revised disciplinary and dress codes, and suspensions for weapons violations. Many fewer schools 

had turned to law enforcement for institutionalizedassistance with the problem of violence. Again, 

20. It may be that the time referent, "three years," somehow softens 
the effect of the incidents in question. That is, an administrator who 
recalls a student having been shot three years ago may not indicate the sense 
Of "problem" indicated by the administrator who recalls a more recent 
shooting victim. 
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choice of violence-limitingmechanism was not related to the urban, suburban, or rural quality (city 

or neighborhood) of the school, though it was related to perception of drugs as a problem for the 

school and, especially, to dropout rate. 

Conclusions 

The findings reviewed in this report, while not derived fiom a strictly random sample of high 

school males, likely come closer to capturing the weapons "experience" of the average American 

juvenile than have most other studies to date. Prior research has focused upon incarcerated 

delinquents and inner-city youths or upon samples from select sites. Ours is the first to question a 

broader sample of youths about weapons-related experiences in any serious depth. We did not 

succeed m l y  in the sense that our sampling method produced a "good boy" bias to some extent 

(though we noted above that ours was hardly a sample of saints). We believe, however, that, relative 

to the average incarcerated delinquent, most juveniles are "good boys." Further, most research 

indicates that the ratio of "good" to "bad" boys rises as we move away from inner-city populations. 

Summary of Findings 

Through analysis of our survey results, we found, first, that levels of gun possession and 

carrying among our respondents were relatively low, at least compared to levels reported by more 

select samples. As we moved away from examining the issue of firearms that are more suited to 

hunting and sporting uses (rifles and shotguns), we found that fewer than one in ten respondents 

possessed a revolver, only one in twenty-five an automatic or semiautomatic handgun, and only one 

in fifty a sawed-off shotgun. Six percent of the respondents had carried a gun outside the home 

within the past twelve months, a considerably lower percentage than has been reported by more 
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select samples. The most commonly carried guns were revolvers and automatic or semiautomatic 

handguns. Finally, nearly two in ten respondents had carried a knife outside the home during the 

past twelve months. Importantly, few respondents carried weapons fiequendy (though, in some 

instances, a few carriers of weapons admittedly can cause tremendous havoc). 

Second, we found that, while rifles and shotguns were more likely to be possessed by 

respondents from smaller communities, with the exception of the more common possession of 

revolvers by students in schools 'in rural settings, handgun possession was statistically no more 

likely to occur in smaller than in larger communities. Gun-carrying was more likely to occur in 

smaller than in larger communities. Knife-carrying was unrelated to specific community size 

though respondents fiom schools in rural settings were more likely than those fiom suburban and 

urban neighborhoods to carry knives. 

Third, we discovered that, despite appeals to respondents to refrain fiom references to 

weapons used for sporting purposes, many recreationally oriented respondents answered 

affumativeiy when asked about possession and carrying of weapons. This was not a reflection of 

a relationship between recreational weapon orientation and involvement in less legitimate weapon- 

related activities; no relationship was found. Recreational weapon-related activities appeared more 

likely to characterize respondents from more rural communities, suggesting that estimates of 

problematic weapon-related activities that rely on rural populations may be exaggerated. 

Fourth, though carrying of guns and knives and involvement in criminal, drug, and gang 

activities were relatively infrequent in the present sample, links between these activities were as 

apparent in this as in any previous study. To the extent that respondents engaged in legally 

problematic behavior, their chances of engaging in weapon-related activities increased. 

* 
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Fifth, the relationship between the pursuit of status enhancementthrough weapon possession 

and the actual possession of firearms was not strong overall, but it did pertain specifically to the 

possession of automatic or semiautomatic handguns and to the carrying of guns and knives. 

Importantly, however, once the effects of other variables were held constant, the status enhancement 

variable was related only to the carrying of knives. 

Sixth, as it has in numerous other studies, the degree to which the respondent's social 

environment might be labeled dangerous had a direct and consistent influence on the likelihood that 

he would engage in weapon-relatedactivities. This was true even of respondents who did not engage 

in unlawful behaviors such as crime and drug sales. We infer from these findings that much weapon 

possession and carrying among youth such as those in our sample is motivated by fear for personal 

safety. 

Finally, our attempt to gain a sense of school violence through administrators' eyes produced 

two pictures. The first, constructed from estimates of the amount of violence and weapon-related 

problems in the schools, suggested a problem of fairly small proportions. Most administrators 

considered the possibility of physical threat to their students as relatively unlikely. The second 

picture was drawn from administrators'recollections of incidents involving guns, knives, and other 

weapons on their campuses during the past three years as well as the recollection of how many of 

their students had been shot, on or off campus, during the same period. While no consensus exists 

regarding the number of such incidents necessary to constitute a "problem,'' importantly, six in ten 

drmnistrators could recall weapon-relatedincidents at their schools and nearly half reported that at 

least one of their students had been the victim of a shooting. 
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Schools' responses to the problem of violence, whether ex post facto or anticipatory, took 

fairly patterned forms. The average school both policed itself and attempted to educate its student 

body about violence. A much smaller percentage invited police onto or around school grounds to 

confront the problem of weapons and violence. Of significance,neither the amount of violence nor 

the institutional response to it was related to whether the community in which the school was 

located was large or small. 

Policv ImD - licatiou f 

Our findings indicate the need for policy aimed at reducing the likelihood that youths such 

as those sampled in the present study will become involved in weapon possession and carrying - 

this, rather than the more common call for policy to confront a problem already well developed. 

What we found were many more schools and students with little or no experience with weapons and 

violence than those with considerable such experience. Even considering those respondents who 

subscribed to a recreation-baseduse of weapons, the majority of students whom we surveyed did not 

possess weapons, and the vast majority did not carry them outside the home. Overall, the great 

majority of administrators did not consider their schools unsafe. 

By the same token, one in five of our respondents feared violence in their neighborhoods, 

one in six had friends who routinely carried guns, nearly one in ten had been threatened with a gun 

during the past twelve months, and about one in twenty considered it at least somewhat possible that 

he would be shot by the time he reached twenty-five years of age. Administratorsin more than half 

of our sampled schools recalled recent weapon-related incidents on their campuses, and nearly half 

recalled the shooting of at least one student. Eight in ten schools had revised their disciplinarycodes 
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and six of ten their dress codes to counter violence. One in four schools had police patrols on school 

grOUIldS. 

In short, weapon-relatedviolence is not unknown to most schools and students like those we 

sampled. Further, to the extent that it is known, it is influenced by the same variables that have 

influenced it in more troubled environments: crime, drug sales, gangs, and the perceived need for 

protection in a hostile world. We have argued elsewhere (Sheley and Wright 1995) that while 

communities must do what they can to remove guns from the hands of juveniles, they likely will not 

accomplish this goal until they have removed the structural and cultural conditions that now promote 

gun-related activity in the youth population. If we are correct in this assessment, and correct as well 

that most of our current research sites have not yet "crossed the line" into truly unsafe situations, 

then the key to warding off problems lies in discouraging the conditions that have produced them 

in other settings, that is, in discouraging the development of a youth culture that defines gun- 

possession as necessary to one's survival. Once such a culture exists, criminal justice attempts to 

disrupt gun sales and acquisitionmarkets may succeed partially, but will not rid communities of the 

problem because demand for weapons will remain. Indeed, a more organized supply likely will 

develop to meet demand. 

Our findings suggest that most schools have put into place the fundamental elements of 

persuasion against a culture of violence -- some combination of deterrence (locker searches, for 

example) and ideology (teaching conflict avoidance skills, for example). The education system is 

asked to assume remediation of yet another social problem. However, there may be a danger in 

assigning control of violence solely or even primarily to the school curriculum. Communities may 

gain schools that serve as safe havens and permit education to occur, quite reasonable goals. Yet, 
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schools rarely are the source of violence so much as the place where disputes arising in the 

neighborhood are acted upon. To the extent that schools succeed in pushing violence off campus, 

it likely will be displaced into the surrounding community. 

The issue for communities, then, is how to dissuade youths from resolving disputes through 

violent means and thereby convincing them that weapons are not necessary to the conduct of 

everyday living. Conflict resolution and multicultural sensitivity training in schools clearly are 

helpful, but they do not address the conditions that produce disputes in the neighborhood in the first 

place. Nor do they touch deeply, if at all, youths only marginally committed to education, those with 

high school absence records and, certainly, youths who have dropped out of school. Our findings 

have suggested that schools with high rates of absenteeism appear to encounter greater weapon- 

related problems on campus. This, it seems to us, is more a community problem than a school 

problem. Communitieswith such problems understandably must tum to the criminal justice system 

for help.*' Communitieswithout such problems, or with lesser versions of them, should be exploring 

policy initiatives that identify and address the antecedents of weapon-related activities among 

juveniles. 

21. Importantly, intervention methods by which to reduce firearm- 
related violence among youth now are being tested in Boston. They target 
reductions without necessarily addressing larger community structural issues. 
The results have been encouraging though considerably more research must be 
conducted in this area (Kennedy, Piehl, and Braga 1996; Kennedy 1997). 
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Table 1. Characteristics of Sample Schools 

YO 
(iv=53) 

Region 
New England 4 
Mid-Atlantic 10 
East North Cenml 1 1  
West North Central 1 1  
South Atlantic 
East South Central 
West South Central 

11 
10 
11 

Mountain 15 
Pacific Coast 17 

School Type 
Elementary through High School 4 

High School only 90 

101-500 15 
50 1- 1,000 28 
1,OO I-2,5OO 53 
2.501-5,OOO 4 

Public 87 
Private, not Catholic 7 
Catholic 6 

Under 2,501 9 
2,501-5,000 25 
5,001-10,000 36 
10,001-25.000 9 
25,001- 100.000 1 1  
100,OO 1-250,000 2 
Over 250,000 8 

Middle through High School 6 

School Size 

Public-Private 

City Size 
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Table 2. Resmndent Characteristics 

Age 
15 
16 
17 
18 

fbcdethnicity 
White 
Black 
Hispanic 
Asian 
Other 

Type of housing 
Single-family house 
Other 

Family living situation 
Both parents 
Parent and step-parent 
Mother only 
other 

Less than High School 
High School Degree 
College or more 

No 
Yes 

1 9-2 1 

Adult head of household education 

Government assistance 

Attend services of a church 
or religious organization 

Every week 
Once a month 
Several times a year 
Once a year 
Less than once a year 
Never 

(727) 
1 

32 
47 
18 
2 

70 
7 
16 
3 
4 

(729) 

(721) 
81 
19 

61 
15 
16 
8 

19 
29 
52 

86 
I4 

(731) 

(723) 

(73 1 ) 

(731) 

34 
15 
12 
1 1  
10 
18 
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Table 3. Respondent Academic Profile 

% 0 
Grades (730) 

Mostly A's 22 

Mostly C's 31 
Mostly Ds or Fs 5 

Mostly B's 42 

Absences (733) 
Never 17 
Once a month or less 51 
A few times a month 24 

Once a week 3 
More than once a week 5 

Suspensions and expulsions 

Never 67 

More than once 13 

(731) 

Once 20 

Anticipate finishing high school (733) 
No 1 
Probably 5 
Certainly 94 

No 10 
(731) Plan to go to college after high school 

Yes, but not right away 29 
Yes, right away 61 

Table 4. Illegal Activity Among Family and Friends 

YO 0 9  
(733) 
(730) 
(707) 

1 1  
24 

Family member convicted of a felony 
Close fiend served time in a correctional facility 
Males in family carry guns 

17 
3 
7 

Some 
Most or all 

(729) Close fiend has shot someone 

Friends carry guns (705) 
13 

1 

Some 
Most or all 
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c 

Table 5. Criminal and Gang Activity 

Y O  IN) 
Arrested or picked up by police during lifetime 25 (732) 
Arrested or picked up by police during the past 12 months 21 (726) 

Average age of first arrest or apprehension 14.6 (182) 
Crimes committed during past 12 months 

Theft 
Armed robbery 

Burglary 
Drug use 
Drug sale 

Gang membership 8 

Table 6. Fireurm Possessiod 

AnY type of gun 29 
Regular rifle 19 
Automatic or semiautomatic rifle 8 
Regular shotgun 
Sawed-off shotgun 
Revolver 

18 
2 
7 

Automatic or semi-automatic handgun 4 
Owns 3 or more types of guns 
* Multiple responses permitted. 

8 
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Table 3. Respondent Academic Profile 

YO a9 
Grades 

Mostly A's 
Mostly Bs 
Mostly C's 
Mostly D s  or F's 

Never 
Once a month or less 
A few times a month 
Once a week 
More than once a week 

Suspensions and expulsions 
Never 
Once 

Absences 

(730) 
22 
42 
31 

5 

17 
51 
24 
3 
5 

67 
20 

(733) 

(73 1) 

More than once 13 

No 1 
Probably 5 
Certainly 94 

No 10 
Yes, but not right away 29 
Yes, right away 61 

Anticipate finishing high school (733) 

Plan to go to college afkr high school (731) 

Table 4. Illegal Activity Among Family and Friends 

YO (N) 

Family member convicted of a felony 1 1  (733) 
24 (730) 

Males in family carry guns (707) 
Close friend served time in a correctional facility 

Some 17 
Most or all 3 

Close friend has shot someone 7 (729) 
Friends cany guns (705) 

Some 13 
Most or all 1 
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Table 7. Currying Weopom 

Y O  0 
(731) Carried gun outside home within past 12 months 

Never 94 
Only now and then 4 

Most or all of the time 2 
Carrying vs keeping guns in a car (for those who (39) 
reported carrying a gun within the past 12 months) 

More likely to cany gun 41 
59 More likely to keep gun in car 

Most common type of finarm carried (for those who (30) 
reported carrying a gun within the past 12 months) 

A regular rifle 3 

A regular shotgun 7 
A sawed-off shotgun 7 
A revolver 30 
An automatic or semi-automatic handgun 50 

An automatic or semiautomatic rifle 3 

Canied knife as a weapon outside (726) 
home within past 12 months 

Never 83 

Most of the time 2 
All the time 3 

Only now and then 12 
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71ibbs 9. Weapon PossessiodCanying by School .Veighborhood 

Schc 
Rural 

-on PossessiodCanying % m. 
possession' 

Any type ofgun* 
Regular rifle* 
Automatic or semiautomatic rifle* 
Regular shotgun* 
Sawed-off shotgun 
RevolveP 
Automatic or semi-automatic handgun 
Owns 3 or more types of guns* 

Qmkd gun outside home during past 12 months* 
Never 
Only now and then 
Most or all of the time 

O h i c d  knife as a weapon outside 
hbmiduring past 12 months* 

Never 
Only now and then 
Most of the time 
All the time 

a Multiple responses permitted. 

( 174) 
44 
30 
10 
31 
2 

1 1  
6 

13 

90 
7 
3 

( 174) 

( 172) 

74 
16 
4 
6 

1 Neighboi 
Suburban 
% m. 

(26 1) 
29 
17 
9 

18 
2 
5 
3 
8 

97 
2 
1 

(26 1) 

(26 1) 

85 
10 

3 
2 

Iod 

% (N. 

(231) 
17 
10 
4 
8 
3 
5 
4 
1 

94 
5 
1 

Urban 

(232) 

(23 1) 

86 
1 1  

1 
2 

** pK.05  

Table IO.  Firearm Possession for Entire Sampie and for 
Resmcted Sample Without Recreational Gun Users' 

Entire Restricted 
Sample Sample 

% YO 
(N= 730) (N=433) 

Any type of gun 29 13 
Regular rifle 19 8 
Automatic or semiautomatic rifle 8 2 
Regular shotgun 18 4 
Sawed-off shotgun 2 1 
Revolver 7 3 
Automatic or semi-automatic handgun 4 3 
Owns 3 or more types of guns 8 2 
a Multiple responses permitted. 
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Table 1 1 .  Weapon Activity by Criminal and Gang Activity 

Criminal ActivityIGang Membership (%) 

Bur- Rob- D w  Drug GangiMem- 
Sales bmhip 

(N= 723) (N= 724) (N= 723) (N- 723) (N= 723) (Ns 722) (N= 723) 
Weapon PossessiodCanying nolyes nolyes no/yes no/yes nolyes nolyes nolyes 

Any type of gun 28/34 28/37 29/36 28/73. 28/46+ 28/50' 28/47* 

Regular rifle 18/19 18/21 19/14 18/27 18/27 19/13 19/18 

Automatic or semi- 817 711 1 814 811 8 819 818 7/12 
automatic rifle 

Arrest Theft glary bery Use 

Regular shotgun 
Sawed-off shotgun 

17/23 17/25 18/18 18/18 18/30 18/17 18/25 

Y3 1/6* 2/9* Y18* Y6 U13* 2 5  

Revolver 718 6/14* 719 7/18 6/15 6/21* 611 8* 
Automatic or semi- 
automatic handgun 

3/9* 3/13* 4/13* 4/46* 4/12* 4/21* 3/15 

Owns 3 or more types of guns 819 7/13 817 811 8 811 5 818 8/12 
Carried gun outside home 4/11* 3/21* 4/27* 5/64* 5/27* 4/54. 3B2* 
within past 12 months 

Carried knife as a weapon out- 13/34* 13/44* 14/56* 17/80' 17/38* 16/57* 15/33* 
side home within past 12 months 

p < . o 5  
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Table I2. Weapon Activip by Stam Interest in Weapons 
t Weapons as Status Symbols (%) 

My friends would 
look down on me if 
I did not cany a gun 

(N= 723) (N= 720) (N= i23) 

My friends would 
look down on me if 

I did not cany a knife 

In my crowd, if you 
don't have a gun, 

you don't get respect 

Weapon PossessiodCanying agreeldisagree agrcddisagrce agreeldisagm 

Any type ofgun 
Regular rifle 
Automatic or semi- 
automatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 
Sawed-off shotgun 

42/29 
19/19 

41/29 
10119 

48/28* 
19/19 

618 1018 19/7* 

22/18 
312 

21/18 
7/2 

30118 
7/2* 

Revolver 6/7 1016 1516 
Automatic or semi- 
automatic handgun 
Owns 3 or more types of guns 
Carried gun outside home 
within past 12 months 

14/4* 14/4* 15/4* 

518 
1915* 

Carried knife as a weapon out- 
side home within past 12 
months 

32/17* 

718 
23/5* 

37117* 

1518 
22/5* 

48/16* 

pc.05 
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Table 13. Indicators of Dangerous Social Environment 
?4 

~~ 

Rating of neighborhood violence 
Not violent 
Violent 

Never 
W l Y  
Sometimes or often 

Observed other kids carrying knives 
as weapons in neighborhood 

Afraid of neighborhood violence 

Never 
W l Y  
Sometimes 
Often 

None 
Some 
Most or all 

Friends regularly carry guns 

Attended parties/social gatherings where 
shots were fired during past 12 months 

Never 
Rarely 
Sometimes or often 

Family member attacked by someone 
with a gun during past 12 months (YO yes) 

Friends attacked by someone 
with a gun during past 12 months 

None 
One 
More than one 

Threatened with a gun while off 
school grounds during past 12 months 

Never 
Just once 
More than once 

Threatened with a knife while off 
school grounds during past 12 months 

Never 
Just once 
More than once 

Very unlikely 
Not too likely 
Somewhat or very likely 

Likelihood of being shot with a gun by age 25 

82 
18 

52 
31 
17 

50 
25 
18 
7 

86 
13 
1 

87 
8 
5 

5 

77 
14 
9 

92 
5 
3 

87 
8 
5 

73 
20 

7 
Likelihood of being stabbed with a knife by age 25 

Very unlikely 74 
Not too likely 19 
Somewhat or very likely 7 
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Table 14. Dangrrous Social Environment by Weapon Possession and Canying (Pearson Comiation Cocficienrs Reported) 

Finarm Possession Weapon Canying 

Automatic Automatic 
Indicators of or semi- orsemi- 3+ 
DangerouSSocial Anytype Regular automatic Regular Sawed-off automatic types 
Environment ofgun rifle rifle shotgun shotgun Revolver handgun ofguns Gun Knife 

Rating of neighborhood 
violence (Ns718) 

Fear of neighborhood 
violence (N423)  

Observed other kids 
carrying knives as 
weapons in 
neighborhood (N=724) 

Friends regularly carry 
guns (N4699) 

Attended partieslsocial 
gatherings where shots 
werc fired during past 
12 months (Nz726) 

Family member 
attacked by someone 
with a gun during past 
12 months (N426) 

Friend attacked by 
someone with a gun 
during past 12 months 
(N=717) 

Threatened with a gun 
while off school 
grounds during past 12 
months (N=726) 

Threatened with a knife 
while off school 
grounds during past 12 
months (N=721) 

Likelihood of being 
shot with a gun by age 
25 (N=725) 

Likelihood of being 
stabbed with a knife by 

-.009 

-.076 

.098 

.126 

,055 

,020 

-.003 

,063 

,112' 

,090 

,046 

-.OS5 

-.084 

.03 1 

.038 

-.018 

-.037 

-.053 

,008 

.065 

.os1 

,029 

.015 

-.037 

.037 

.065 

-.037 

,036 

.05 1 

,048 

,132 

,052 

,018 

-.o 12 

-.w 

.077 

.072 

-.007 

-.017 

-.002 

.012 

.068 

,063 

.042 

.062 

-.012 

.077 

.I67 

.087 * 

.IO8 

.147 

,172 

.I62 

,008 

,030 

.040 

.006 

,130 

218 

.053 

,047 

. I23  

.lo1 

,007 

,076 

.098 

.160 

.OK5 

.204 

267 

.I69 

.os5 

,131 

207 

,138 

.I70 

. I 8 4  

.029 

4 4 5  

.I13 

.I41 

.ow 

.008 

.049 

.I04 

.127 * 

.065 

,057 

302 

.I  12 

.262 

.544 

341 

.259 

.328 

.424 * 

294 * 

,214 

228 

248 

.096 

.497 

321 

209 

.I78 

220 

236 

.441 

284 

,323 

age 25 (N=725) 

p c .05 
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Table I S .  Rearom for Canying Weapons' 

Gun Knife 
YO YO 

RCaSOnS (N=40) (N=It7) 
I needed protection 43 72 
I was holding it for someone 35 10 
Iusedtheweaponinacrime 10 4 
To scare someone 18 12 
To get back at someone 18 5 
Most of my friends carry them 10 13 
It made me feel important 10 6 
Other 15 10 

For those who reported canying weapon within the 
past 12 months. Multiple responses permitted. 

Table 16. Logistic Regression of Fireurm-Related Activities on 
Motivationul and Selected Buckground Vuriables (Beta Coefficients Reported) 

Possession carrying 
Anytype Regular 3+ types 

of gun shotgun Revolver of guns Gun Knife 
(N-683) (N-583) (N=683) (iv=683) fN=aSS) (N=683) 

Region' 
North Central 
South Atlantic 
South Central 
Mountain 
Pacific 

City Size 
School Size 
RacdEthnicityb 

Black 
Hispanic 
Other 

Age 
Grades 
Absences 
Recreational use of fmanns 
Level of respect associated 
with knife carrying 
Involvement in drug sales 
Fear of neighborhood violence 
Friends carry guns routinely 
Constant 

.125 

.003 

.935* 

.411 
-.088 
-.155 
-276 

- 9 0  
-1.126* 

.078 

-.203 
.I22 
315; 
257; 

-.M1 

.499 

.116 

.546 

.810 

-.280 
-1.009 

.973* 
-.824 

-1.032 
-. 193 
-.321 

-1.236 
-.66 1 
.010 

-.I29 
.245 
.270 
.309* 

-.O 16 

-.329 
.224 
.439 

-.135 

1.173 
1.648 
2.141 
1.930 
1.828 
.oo 1 

-.128 

.046 
-.866 

-7.290 
.193 
.148 
.448* 
.184* 
.086 

.557 
212  

1.168* 
- 12.635* 

.240 

.068 

.895 

.562 
-.362 
.086 

-.569 

-.460 
.297 
.03 1 
.337 
.223 
.052 
.273* 
.087 

.330 
-.006 
1.224; 

-1 1.804* 

.loo 
-.630 
,394 

-8.032 
-1.625 
-.363 
.033 

-.400 
2.332* 
1.212 
-.264 
.186 
.669* 
.137* 
.153 

1.340* 
.756* 

1.789* 
-7.165 

-.68 1 
-.438 
-.253 
-.279 
-.462 
-.206 
.033 

-.346 
4 4 2  
. a 9  

-.256 
.333* 
.376+ 
.040 

-.I24 

.08 1 

.365* 
1.446; 
.697 

91.336* 136.577* 127.788; 11  1.805* Model xz (df-18) 23 1.601 * 253.562* 
* p  < .05 New EnglandlMid Atlantic omitted. White omitted. 
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Table 17. School Efforts to Reduce Violence 

M~~ %Yes (N) 

Mandatory "see-through" book bags and back packs 0 48 
Revised student conduct and discipline codes 81 48 
Student ID checks at school entrance 6 48 

Metal detectors at entrances 2 48 
Locker searches 55 47 
Police patrols in school hallways 
Police pawls on school grounds 

15 48 
27 48 

Extra police patrols around school property 21 47 
Non-police monitors in school, on grounds 40 47 
Automatic suspension for weapons violations 96 48 
Conflict resolution, mediation p r o p m s  71 48 
Revise dress code 63 48 
Multicultural sensitivity haining 60 47 
Photo ID system for students, staff 

Establish school as a gun-free zone 
33 48 
66 47 

Establish school as a drug h e  zone 74 46 
Video monitoring of hallways 10 48 
Video monitoring of classrooms 2 48 
Video monitoring on school buses 31 48 
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