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Abstract

High school aggression and violence has become one of the foremost problems facing school
administrators and public officials in the United States. Yet, despite high levels of aggressive
and violent behaviors in high schools, many school districts continue to rely on expensive short-
term and poorly conceptualized policies and programs to address the problem of school
violence. Using Albert Bandura’s social learning theory of aggression as a framework, this
study identifies and organizes the most pertinent empirical correlates of adolescent aggression
and school violence in a manner useful for properly conceptualizing the problem of high school
aggression and violence. The sample consists of 1,974 urban high school students across two
school districts in central and southern California. A self-report questionnaire is used to
measure the central concepts of social learning theory and empirically supported personality
constructs using a combination of newly developed scales, pre-existing measures found in the
National Youth Survey (NYS), and widely accepted measures of low-self control. Multivariate
analysis is used to determine the significance of various social learning variables on self-
reported school violence, school aggression, instrumental school aggression, and school
vandalism and delinquency. The results indicate that a substantial percentage of high school
students have participated in at least one aggressive, violent, and delinquent behavior in school
during the past two years. Although a substantial percentage of students report some
participation in acts of school violence, school aggression, and school vandalism and
delinquency, most students engage in less serious forms of each school behavior and do so on a
rather infrequent basis. In addition, the findings support Bandura’s social learning theory of
aggression as a valuable tool for identifying and explaining the specific learning, instigating,
and maintaining mechanisms that are at work in high schools. Social learning theory accounted
for more than thirty percent of the explained variation in school violence and school aggression
and twenty-one percent of the explained variation in school vandalism and delinquency and
sixteen percent in instrumental school aggression. The findings further indicate that personality
offers a significant contribution to a social learning explanation of goal-oriented forms of school
aggression and school vandalism and delinquency.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Perhaps there is no greater problem facing our nation today than school violence. The
recent tragedies experienced by the communities of Springfield, Oregon; Edinboro,
Pennsylvania; Jonesboro, Arkansas; West Paducah, Kentucky; Pearl, Mississipi; Littleton,
Colorado and others have brought the issue of school violence to the forefront of national
discussions. Although these tragic events are rare, it is clear that schools are faced with a
serious problem that has forced school administrators and policy-makers to refocus their
attention on the issues of school crime and safety.'

In 1994, serious injuries or deaths from violence at school occurred in 25 percent of
the 700 American cities surveyed by the National League of Cities (NLC). The Northwest
Educational Laboratory (1994) reports that school-related shootings or hostage situations
occurred in 35 states and the District of Columbia. During the 1996-1997 school year, one in
ten schools reported at least one serious violent crime (e.g., murder, rape or other type of
sexual battery, suicide, physical attack or fight with a weapon, or robbery) to police or other
law enforcement officials (U.S. Department of Education 1998). Moreover, nearly one-quarter
of public school students (24%) were a victim of a violent act that occurred in or around school
in 1998 (Harris and Associates 1999). Many of these more serious, but less prevalent episodes
of violence tend to be a product of readily available weapons permeating American high
schools. According to a survey sponsored by Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, one in
eight students have admitted to carrying a weapon to school (Harris and Associates 1999). It is

estimated that 270,000 guns go undetected to school everyday (Toch and Gest 1993).



Much more prevalent are acts of aggression typified by bullying, intimidation, and
physical assaults. An estimated 190,000 physical attacks or fights without a weapon were
reported for the 1996-1997 school year (U.S. Department of Education 1998). In 1998, nearly
four in ten public school students (37%) admitted to pushing, shoving, grabbing or slapping
someone else in or around school (Harris and Associates 1999). A recent nationwide survey
conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that nearly fifteen percent
of students had been in a physical fight on school property one or more times during the
previous 12 months. According to Sheley, McGee, and Wright (1998), approximately twenty
percent of inner-city school students have been assaulted in school and nearly half of those
students assaulted have experienced multiple victimizations.

These acts of aggression tend to threaten the physical safety and psychological security
of both teachers and students (Morrison, Furlong, and Morrison 1994). Meanwhile, these and
other inappropriate behaviors seriously disturb the normal functioning of the classroom and the
school (Kaufman, Chen, Choy, Chandler, Chapman, Rand, and Ringle 1998; U.S. Department
of Education 1998). As Elliott, Hamburg, and Williams (1998:9) state:

The fear and trauma in the nation’s schools are having an impact on the entire

school context and all students in these context: on teaching practices;

children’s readiness and capacity for learning; hiring and retention of teachers,

administrators, and other school staff; the openess and accessibility of the
campus; student rights to privacy; the physical building and grounds; and the

quality of the learning environment more generally.

As a consequence, it is clear that the actual level of school violence and the fear it
produces has considerably changed the daily operation of schools (Price and Everett 1997).

Many school districts have resorted to expensive short-term policies and strategies to curb the

rate of student and teacher altercations. In some cases, countless dollars are being spent to

10



secure the safety of staff and students in our nation’s schools (Dodge 1992). Monetary
resources that should be used for instructional materials, staff development, and other
educational necessities are spent instead on: “get tough” or “zero tolerance” disciplinary
policies (North Carolina Department Governor’s Crime Commission 1993; South Carolina
Department of Education 1993) and enhanced security forces and technical devices (Bushweller
1994).

The prevalence of youth violence in both society and school has prompted
professionals from various disciplines to critically re-examine the root causes of violence and to
urge governmental policy-makers and school administrators to find and implement effective
violence prevention programs (Hawkins, Farrington, and Catalano 1998). Although violence
has traditionally been viewed as a problem for the justice system, the U.S. Surgeon General
and the U.S. Public Health Service re-conceptualized violence as a “behavioral disease” in
1980 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 1985; Coben, Weiss, Mulvey, and
Dearwater 1994; Hamburg 1998; U.S. Public Health Service 1980). As a result, many
educators and administrators, recognizing the expense of many short-term solutions and
acknowledging violence as a public health problem, are seeking knowledge from the behavioral
sciences to address the problem of youth violence (Hamburg 1998; Rosenberg, O’Carroll, and

Powell 1992; Satcher 1995).

School Violence: The Empirical Findings

When we examine the research on adolescent aggression, however, we note that, not

withstanding decades of research on adolescent aggression, extant knowledge is not entirely

11



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































