Bureau
York:
v York:
a,

ational
[nstitute

t Ad-
19, 1999,

essing

'nd Fami-

r

'd Urban
ement

5S.

UNDERSTANDING THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN CARRYING WEAPONS TO SCHOOL
" AND FIGHTING”

Stepben M. Cox, Timotby S, By 12em, and LVillz'am"-:;S;. Davidson

Abstract: The study explored the individual characteristics of students who bring weapons
to school (number of previous fights, attitude toward fighting, self-efficacy, amount of ob-
served delinquency, self-reporied delinquency, aititude toward school, and perception of
school safety). Survey responses were obtained from 944 middle school students from a
large Midwestern school district. The study found that students who sporadically bring
weapons to school are aggressors (males, believe in using violence, often participate in
delinquent acts, and have been victimized) while students who Jrequently carry weapons to
school do so for protection. The conclusions center on the importance on relying less on in-
creased school security (metal detectors, armed security guards, and random locker sweeps)
and more on school environment improvementi programs.

INTRODUCTION

In-school violence continues to receive a significant amount of attention in the
media and from policymakers. While many trends in school crime and vio-
lence have decreased since the early 1990s, the occurrence of serious incidents
and the high fear of violence among students and teachers remains a concern
(U.S. Department of Education, 1999). Many of the problems associated with
school violence center on the prevalence of students carrying weapons to
school and fights among students (Kenney & Watson, 1998).

During the 1996-1997 school year, 10 percent of all public schools called
for police intervention as a result of a serious violent crime (e.g., murder, rape,
suicide, fight with a weapon, robbery) (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).
Twelve percent of public middle schools and 13% of public high schools
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134 School and Workplace Violence

reported at least one physical attack or a {ight with a weapon needing police
attention. These percentages were much higher for physical attacks or fights
not involving weapons (31% of middle schools and 55% of high schools)(U.S.
Department of Education, 2001). Furthermore, 18 percent of middle school
principals and 37 percent of high school principals reported that their school
had at least one serious discipline issue (U.5. Department of Education, 1997).

The number of school-associated deaths increased in the latter half of the
1990s. From 1992 to 1994, there were 105 school-associated deaths (Kachur et
al., 1996). Eighty-one percent of these deaths (85) occurred as a result of an in-
terpersonal dispute an
1997-1998 school year, there were 58 school-associated deaths (U.S. Depari-
ment of Education, 1999). Forty-six were homicides (80 percent) and eleven
were suicides (one student was killed by a police officer at school). There
were five multiple victim homicides during the 1997-1998 school year, the
highest number for one school year in the 1990s.

Although the number of deaths in school and the number of multiple vic- '

tim homicides are relatively low, violent incidents and fear of violence can
have a profound effect on the educational process. Schools with high rates of
crime and violence are less effective in educating students. These schools have
lower levels of student achievement, higher rates of absenteeism, and more
dropouts (Binns & Markow, 199%; Christie & Toomey, 1990; Hazler, 2000;
Lawrence, 1998: Lowry et al,, 1995). Even in schools having a low percentage
of students being victimized, a few violent acts can have far reaching detri-
mental effects for a large number of students. Fear of victimization has been
found to inhibit students’ educational and psychological development (As-
mussen, 1992; Christie & Toomey, 1990).

$chool-related violence has been attributed to interpersonal fighting among
students and weapons being brought to school. A national survey of elementary
and secondary school principals revealed that 21 percent of all principais be-
lieved that physical fighting was a serious or moderate problem (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 1998a). The Centexs for Disease Control (CDC) (1998) found
that 37 percent of all students in the ninth through the twelfth grades had been
in at least one physical fight in a twelve-month period. Overall, the CDC esti-
mated that approximately 115 physical fights occurred per 100 students.

While students bringing weapons to school is not a new phenomenon, it
happens at an alarming rate (Gaustad, 1991; National Center for School Safety,
1993; U.S. Department of Education, 1998). For instance, 35 percent of sixth-
through eighth-grade students and 48 percent of ninth- through twelfth-grade
students reported they had seen students bring weapons to school (Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP], 1996). Almost one-
half of eighth-grade students surveyed had seen a weapon (44 percent), while
38 percent of the seventh graders and 24 percent of the sixth-grade students
had observed a student with a weapon. More recently, the Centers for Disease
Control reported that 18 percent of students nationwide had carried a weapon
to school at least once in the month prior to their survey, and an estimated 74
incidents of weapon carrying took place per 100 students over the same period
(Centers for Disease Conirol, 1998).

The increase in physical fighting and weapon carrying has commonly
been explained by social learning theory. Social learning theorists suggest that
violent behavior begins with the perception of a disagreement and is followed
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feel that they are unsafe without carrying a weapon {(Asmussern, 1992; Na-
tional Center for School Safety, 1993).

Several studies have explored different types of predictors of weapon car-
rying. These studies have found that weapon carrying is associated with fight-
ing (Lowry et al., 1998), alcohol and drug use (Kingery et al., 1999; Lowry &
Cohen, 1999; McKeganey & Norrie, 2000; Valois & McKewon, 1998), having a
friend or relative victimized (Vaughan et al., 1996), sexual intercourse (Valois
& McKewon, 1996), being a victim or witness of extreme vinlence (Kingery et :
al., 1999), positive aititudes toward aggression (Cornell & Loper, 1998), and i
poor parental relationships (Orpinas & Murray, 1999). j

While fighting is believed to be associated with weapon carrying, few i
studies have tested this relationship. Lowry and colleagues (1998) reanalyzed
1992 data from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey and found that weapon carry-
ing and fighting were common among the 12- to 21-year-olds in the sample.
They also found that youth who carried weapons were more likely to have
been in a fight than those who did not carry a weapon. However, they were
umable to establish a causal relationship between the two.

One study that investigated weapon carrying among middle school stu-
dents was interested in whether weapon carrying was more of a defensive or
an aggressive behavior. Webster and colleagues (1993) attempted to identify
several personal factors associated with weapon carrying in two Washington,
D.C., middle schools. Their primary hypothesis was that weapon carrying was
a function of seven factors: (1) direct and indirect exposure to violence, {2)
delinquency, (3) positive attitude about hitting other people under certain
conditions, (4) positive attitude about shooting someone under certain condi-
tions, (5) peer support of violence, (6) patterns of aggressive behavior, and (7)
belief that having a weapon can provide protection from physical attacks.

Webster and colleagues (1993) found that students who carried knives
and guns were more aggressive than students who did not carry weapons.
students who carried knives were more likely to be males and had been
threatened or attacked with a knife. The authors speculated that these students
were victims due to their propensity to get into a fight more than through ran-
dom victimization. Gun-carrying studenis were more aggressive than knife
carrying students. These students had been arrested for drug-related charges,
had extreme attitudes regarding the use of violence, had a perception of peer
support for violence, and had a tendency to start fights. Overall, their findings
were not consistent with the belief that innocent victims carry weapons out of
fear of being further victimized. Both gun and knife carrying was more of an
aggressive than defensive behavior.

The primary drawback of these studies has been that weapon carrying
was measured as a dichotomous variable (Cornell & Loper, 1998; Kingery et

al., 1999; Lowry & Cohen, 1999; Lowry et al., 1998; McKeganey & Norrie,
2000; Rountree, 2000; Valois & McKewon, 1998; Vaughan et al., 1996; Web-
ster et al., 1993). That is, these studies focused on whether students had ever
carried a weapon. While researchers did ask for the frequency of weapon car-
rying over a specific time frame, they did not test for differences between stu-
dents who carry weapons on occasion versus students who carry weapons on
a daily basis. It is possible that the individual characteristics of students who
occasionally carry weapons are different from students who frequently carry
weapons, For instance, students may carry a weapon once or twice in order to
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show it off or prove they have easy access as a way to gain
their bullying image (Greene, 1993}. Students who regularly possess weapons
may have other reasons such as protection from a reoccuring threat or constant
fear of victimization. Haynie and colleagues (2001) and Cotten and colleagues
(1994) found that aggressive students who carried weapons were also victim-
ized. Hence, even aggressive students may tarry weapons on a daily basis for
protection rather than aggressive purposes,

The following study further investigates the relationship between fighting
and carrying a weapon to school. Since a large portion of school violence pro-

status or enhance

METHODOLOGY

Sample

home to gangs and drug dealers.

Anonymous and confidential surveys were distributed and collected dur-
ing homeroom periods in each school, The surveys were given to all sixth-,
seventh-, and eighth-grade students in attendance. The sample consisted of
944 middle school students across the four schools. Slightly more than half

years old. One-third of the students in the sample were sixth graders, 37 per-
cent were seventh graders, and 30 percent were eighth graders,

Measures

The student survey contained several items related to weapon carrying and
physical fighting. The constructs contained in the survey were number of
times students carried weapons to school and participated in fighis at school,
students’ self-efficacy, attitude toward school, attitude toward fighting, per-

ception of school safety, self-reported delinquency, the amount of delinquency
witnessed at school, and victimization. All of th

Fighting and carrying a weapon. The students were asked to report the num-
ber of times in the past two months that they had brought a gun or a knife to
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school and had been involved in a fist fight at school. The possible responses
to these questions were “zero,” “one,” “two,” “three,” and “four or more.”

Self-efficacy. The scale that assessed students’ self-efficacy was comprised of
twenty items asking students how difficult it would be to use nonviolent
methods to resolve potential conflicts. The responses were coded as “very
hard,” “hard,” “easy,” and “very easy.” A high scale score indicated that a stu-
dent felt it would not be difficult to avoid conflicts nonviolently while a low
scale score indicated that a student did not feel confident that he or she could
avoid a conflict situation by employing nonviolent methods. The scale relia-

bility for seif-efficacy was .80.

Attitudes toward school. The construct was based on a six-item scale measur-
ing general attitudes toward school (Gold & Mann, 1984). Studenis were
given statements regarding their feelings about teachers, principals, and the
school in general and were asked if they “strongly agreed,” “agreed,” “neither
agreed nor disagreed,” “disagreed,” or “strongly disagreed” with the state-
ment. The scale measured the extent the students liked or disliked school. A
high scale score represented a positive attitude toward school. The scate relia-

bility was .75.

Attitude toward fighting. The attitude toward fighting scale measured stu-
dents’ belief that fighting was an appropriate way to handle problems. Stu-
dents were given seven statements regarding the appropriateness of fighting
and asked if they “strongly agreed,” “agreed,” “did not know,” “disagreed,” or
“strongly disagreed” with each item. A high scale score signified a positive at-
titude regarding fighting and a low scale score meant the student did not be-
lieve that fighting was an acceptable or appropriate method of handling
interpersonal conflicts. The scale reliability of this scale was .75.

Perception of school safety. The perception of school safety scale contained
five items measuring how safe students felt while they were at school (Clif-
ford & Davis, 1991). For these items, students read a statement regarding a
safety issue in their school and reported the extent to which they “strongly
agreed,” “agreed,” “did not know,” “disagreed,” or “strongly disagreed” with
the statement. A high score represented a perception that the school was a safe
place while a low score represented a perception that the school was not safe.
The scale reliability for perception of school safety was .59.

Self-reported delinguency. The self-reported delinquency scale consisted of
six items that focused on school-related misbehavior and were adapted from
Flliott and colleagues (1985). The items included in this scale pertained to
school vandalism, being sent to the principal's office for misbehavior, skip-
ping a class, skipping an entire school day, threatening other students, and
being suspended. Students were asked to report how many times, “zero”
through “four or more,” in the past two months they had been involved in
these activities. The scale reliability for self-reported delinquency was .82.

Observed delinquency. In measuring the amount of school-related violence
students had witnessed in school, students were asked to report the number
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of times in the past two months they had seen: (1) a fist fight between other
students, (2) a student threaten a teacher, (3) a student destroy school prop-
erty, (4) a weapon thar was brought to school by another student, (5) the po-
lice remove a student from the school, and (6) students possessing drugs in
school. Similar to the questions involving fighting and weapons, the possible
responses to these items were “zero,” “one,” “two,” “three,” and “four or
more.” The scale reliability was .73 for observed delinquency.

Victimization. School victimization was measured using four self-report
items. Students were asked how many times in the past two months they had
been physically assaulted, had something physically taken from them, had
something stolen from their school locker, and been threatened by another
student. These items were also coded with the responses of “zero” through
“four or more” times. The reliability for this scale was .67.

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between fighting
and weapon carrying in four urban middle schools and explore characteristics
associated with students who had brought a weapon to school. The first step
in the analysis was to compare students who had brought a gun or a knife to
school with the number of fist fights in which they had participated. The sec-
ond step in the analysis employed three multiple regression techniques to de-
termine what individual characteristics were predictive of students carrying
weapons to school.

Past literature and research has suggested that students most likely to
bring weapons to school are those that are involved in fighting. Some of these
students use weapons to intimidate or bully other students while other stu-
dents carry weapons for protection. The belief is that both types of students
will bring weapons to school only after several instances of fighting. We ex-
plored this assumption by examining students who had ever carried a weapon
to school and the number of fights that these students had been involved
(Table 9.1). The column percentages in Table 9.1 shows that the percentage of
students who carried a weapon to school increased as the number of fights
they have been in increased. For instance, only 8 percent of the students who
had never been in a fight had carried a weapon to school, whereas 40 percent
of the students who reported being in four or more fights reported carrying a
weapon. This finding is consistent with literature on interpersonal violence
that has suggested that fighting leads to carrying weapons.,

Unfortunately, much of the literature focusing on youth violence and
weapons has not extended analysis beyond this conclusion. Most school vio-
lence programs use conflict resolution strategies that are based on the belief
that the best way to decrease the rate of weapons being brought to school is to
decrease the number of fights between students. While it is not the intention
of this study to argue that this conclusion is wrong, it is believed that there
may be other characteristics explaining why students bring weapons to school
than the number of fights. Referring back to Table 9.1, there were 162 students
who reported being involved in four or more fights during the two month
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‘Fable 9.1
Crosstabulation of Students Carrying a Weapon at Least Once by Number

of Reported Fist Fights

Number of fist fights ~ Zevo  Once Twice Three Four or More Totals

Ever carried a weapon

to school
Yes 41 26 28 19 64 178
(8%) (16%) (28%) (GB7%) (40%) L (18%)
No 472 142 71 33 98 816
(92%) (85%) (72%) (64%) (61%) (82%) |
Totals* 513 168 99 52 162 994

(52%) (17%) (10%) (5% (16%)

Note: All percentages are column percents except for “Totals,*” which are row
percentages.

period prior to the survey. However, 60 percent of these students had never
brought a weapon to school. If fighting were the major cause of students car-
rving weapons, we believe this percentage should have been higher.!

The relationship between fighting and weapon carrying was further tested
using three different regression analyses. In each regression equation, the de-
pendent variables were the number of times students reported carrying a
weapon to school. The first regression equation was a linear multiple regres-
sion in which the dependent variable was the number of times in the past two
months students carried a weapon to school. The dependent variable was
coded 0 through 4, representing the response choices of “zero” through “four
or more” times. The second regression equation was a logistic regression with
the dependent variable, “how many times in the past two months have you
carried a weapon to school,” coded as a dichotomous variable (0 = never car-
ried a weapon, 1 = carried a weapon). The equation sought to predict which
students had ever carried a weapon to school. The third regression equation
attempted to predict the characteristics associated with students who carried
weapons to school on multiple occasions without being skewed by students
who had never brought a weapon to school. The model was a linear regres-
sion using a truncated sample that contained only those students that reported
carrying a weapon to school (178). The independent variables for all three of
these regression equations were grade in school, gender, number of fights in
school, self-efficacy, attitude toward school, attitude toward fighting, percep-
tion of school safety, self-reported delinquency, observed delinquency, and
victimization.,

Table 9.2 presents the t-values for the independent variables and the
model R? -values for the three regression equations. Similar results were ob-
tained for the linear and the logistic regression equations. In these equations,
the significant predictors were gender, attitude toward fighting, self-reported
delinquency, and victimization. These results suggest that males, students
who believe fighting is a positive way to resolve interpersonal problems, stu-
dents who have a higher rate of delinquency, and students who are victimized
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Table 9.2
T-Values for the Full Prediction Models of Carrying a Weapon to School
Variable Linear Regression Logistic Regression  Selected Sample
Grade 14 29 31
Gender* —=2,13* —2.07" —-1.13
Number of fights 16 .09 A1
Selfefficacy ~1.00 ~1.60 ~-.54
School attitude -1.23 .05 : —1.64
Attitude toward 2.68™ 2.98* 1.11
fighting
Perception of school 54 .46 -.35
safety
Delinquency 11.82% 12.05* 1.71
Observed delinquency 1.85 F7 2,57
Victimnization 4.45% 4.86% 143
N 994 994 178
R 32 31 .19
“Gender was coded as males = 1 and females = 2.
<05

are most likely to carry weapons to school. In these regressions, the number of
fights was not a significant predictor of carrying a weapon,
The results were different for the selected sample regression equation. The

only significant predictor of students’ carrying weapons to school on multiple

DISCUSSION

The analyses produced three distinct findings. First, this study compared the
relationship between number of fights at school and carTying a weapon to
school based on the assumption that the more fights a student is involved in,
the more likely he or she will carry a weapon to school, The crosstabulation of
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Table 9.3

Selected Sample Model Predicting Carrying a Weapon

to School with the Individual Scale Items from the Observed
Delinquency Scale as Independent Variables

Ttem Selected Sample
Observed fights between students 2.35*
Observed threats to other students 2.38¢
Observed school vandalism 1.78
Observed students with weapons 1.14
Observed the police at school 1.06
Ohserved students with drugs 2.10%

N 178

R 24

*p < .05,

these variables demonstrated that the likelihood a student will carry a weapon
to school increases as the number of fights increases, thus supporting the use
of social learning antiviolence programs (conflict resolution, peer mediation,
etc.) that assume that decreasing the number of fights will decrease the preva-
lence of weapons in the schools.

However, the strength of the relationship between fighting and weapon
carrying was tested against other variables believed to be associated with
fighting and weapon carrying. Using three regression equations, we attempted
to predict the number of times students’ brought weapons to school (linear
equation), those students who had ever brought a weapon to school (logistic
equation), and of those students who reported carrying a weapon, which stu-
dents repeatedly carried weapons (selected sample). The number of fights in
which the students were involved was not a significani predictor in any of the
regression equations. While a relationship exists between fighting and
weapon carrying, it appears to be small and does not significantly predict
weapon carrying when compared to other individual characteristics.

The second principal finding was that predictors of weapon carrying was
higher among students who were male, had a positive attitude toward fight-
ing, high self-reported delinquency, and high victimization. The similar re-
sults produced by the linear and logistic regression was likely attributable 1o
the number of students who reported never carrying a weapon to school (82
percent) compared to students who did (18 percent).

The findings from the linear and logistic regression equations reflect ear-
lier beliefs about school violence (Cotten et al., 1994; Haynie et al., 2001;
Webster et al., 1993). The students more likely to carry weapons appear to be
bullies. These are students who believe fighting is a positive way to resolve
conflicts, are involved in a large amount of other delinquent behaviors, and
have been victimized. These students are aggressive but need to have a
weapon because they have also been victimized, most likely as a result of their
own aggressive behavior.
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The third principal finding was the differences between the selected sam-
ple model and the other two regression models. These differences suggest that
students who bring weapons to school are different from students who repeat-
edly carry weapons. The selected sample model suggests that students who fre-
quently carry weapons do so for the purpose of protection from random
victimization. These students were not involved in more aggressive behaviors,
nor have they been victimized significantly more than other students, The
analysis using the individual observed delinquency items as independent vari-
ables provided a more detailed explanation of this initial finding. The students

drugs. In other words, students who frequently carry weapons appear to have
a high fear of school violence, regardless of whether they have been victimized.

CONCLUSIONS

Although this study does support prior research that has found that students
carry weapons to school for bullying and for protection, it also found that
fighting is not the best predictor of weapon carrying. Bullies appear to carry
weapons occasionally, but students who witness violence-related activities in
school carry weapons frequently.

School administrators have adapted two strategies for dealing with the in-
crease in student fighting and the prevalence of weapons being brought into
the schools. One strategy has targeted the weapons and the other has focused
on the students, The first approach has been to take extreme safety measures
by placing metal detectors at school entrances, hiring full-time armed security
guards, having on-duty police officers stationed inside of the school during
school hours, conducting random locker searches, and enforcing stiffer penal-
ties (Gaustad, 1991; Kenney & Watson, 1998). The purpose behind this strat-
€gy is to create deterrents that would disallow and prevent weapons from ever
entering the school,

The findings from the selected sample model suggest that these types of
measures may not serve as a deterrent but as a reason why some students
carry weapons to school on a daily basis. Walking past metal detectors and
armed security guards may only serve to {righten students to the point they
believe they need a weapon for protection. Researchers have questioned the
ability of these types of security measures to create a safe school environment
(Collins et al., 1992; Noguera, 1995),

The second strategy attempts to deal with the problem of fights berween
students in a less formal manner. Antiviolence programs have become popular
in many urban, suburban, and rural school districts. These programs are
grounded in social learning theory and attempt to teach students nonviolent
methods to resolve interpersonal conflicts. Social learning-based programs
typically consist of teaching students conflict resolution skills, promoting peer
mediation to resolving interpersonal conflicts, and impressing on all students
the problems associated with using violence, While this approach may be suc-
cessful in keeping students from fighting, and perhaps keep some students
from ever carrying a weapon to school, it does not address those students who
bring weapons to school on a regular basis.
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The findings of this study suggest that schoolwide violence intervention
programs may be more effective in decreasing weapon carrying than
individual-level approaches. Conflict resolution programs often target the in-
dividual as the level of intervention (Tolan & Guerra, 1994) while schoolwide
programs target multiple facets of violence (Commission on Violence and Youth,
1993). G. Gottiredson (1987) pointed out that implementation of programs in
schools with a high number of problems is difficult unless the intervention is
also aimed at improving the school as a whole. Research on school environ-
ment programs is limited (D. Gottfredson, 1987; Lane & Murakami, 1987), but
1t has indicated that school improvement programs have been moderately suc-
cessful in improving the school environment, decreasing the number of sus-
pensions, and decreasing the number of delinquent and drug-related activities
in school (G. Gottfredson, 1987). Therefore, a school environmental approach
appears to be best suited to decrease the fear of school violence for those stu-
dents who frequently carry weapons.

Tt is important that school administrators consider all possible effects as
they explore different strategies to stop the increase in weapons being brought
into their schools. Placing metal detectors at the entrances, posting armed se-
curity guards in the hallways, and conducting locker searches may deter some
students from carrying weapons, but it appears that these measures may cause
other students to feel they need to have a weapon for protection. In addition,
while conflict resclution, peer mediation programs, and antibullying pro-
grams are able to decrease the instances of students fighting, schoolwide pro-
grams that target the overall school environment appear to have more
potential for decreasing weapon-related school violence. This study has ex-
tended prior research in demonstrating that individual differences exist be-
tween students who sporadically and regularly carry weapons. More in-depth
rescarch is needed that further examines why students feel they need to carry
weapons to school and what measures school administrators can institute that

will alleviate these feelings of dismay.
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1. In addition to the crosstabs presented in Table 9.1, the correlation between fighting
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