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Virginia Beach, Virginia. Established in September, 1971,
the Center is a research and program planning and development
component of the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg,
Virginia. The Center's Pilot City program is one of eight
throughout the nation funded by the Law Enforcement Assistance
Administration of the U. S. Department of Justice. The basic
purpose of each Pilot City project is to assist local juris-
dictions in the design and establishment of various programs,
often highly innovative and experimental in nature, which will
contribute over a period of years to the development of a model
criminal justice system. Each Pilot City team is also respon-
sible for assuring comprehensive evaluation of such programs,
for assisting the development of improved criminal justice
planning ability within the host jurisdictions, and for pro-
viding technical assistance to various local agencies when
requested.

The Pilot City Program of the Metropolitan Criminal
Justice Center is funded under Grant No. 73-NI-03-0002 of the
National Institute on Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice of
the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration. Financial
support by NILE and CJ does not necessarily indicate the
concurrence of the Institute or the Center in the statements
or conclusions contained in this publication.
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ABSTRACT

The major objective of this study was to develop and
test a theoretical model for an explanation of juvenile
delinguency. Specifically, the study was concerned with
the relationships between social background characteris-
tics, students' school experiences, and delinquent behav-
ior. A perspective was presented developed from control
theory that is believed to be a viable explanatory scheme.
The model was tested on a sample of 923 high school soph-
omores in a metropolitan area in the Southeastern United
States. School experiences were found to be stronger
predictors of delinquent behavior than either race,
social class, or the quality of family relationships.

The findings also indicated that students' levels of com-
mitment to school, which emanate from the nature of school-
pupil interaction processes, dre an important etiological
factor in delinquency. It is suggested that commitments
made within the school context serve to hold the adoles-
cent within the legitimate system and that commitments
made in other relevant contexts may serve a similar con-
trolling function.
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INTRODUCTION

Of the general themes in contemporary delinquency
theory and research, perhaps none is so pervasive as the
premise that certain general factors linked to the struc-
ture of American socilety promote relatively high rates of
delinquency among some cohorts in the population (ef.
| Kobrin, 1851; Parsons, 13954; Cohen, 1955; Merton, 1857;
Dubin, 1959; Cloward and Ohlin, 1961; Matza, 1964). The
literature concerning the hypothesized linkage between
socioeconomic status and'delinquency is particularly vol-
uminous, the most typical conclusion traditionally being
that there is an inverse relationship between socioeconomic
status and delinquency (cf. Sullinger, 1936; Warner and
Lunt, 1941; Shaw and McKay, 1942; Wiers, 184u4; Hollingshead,
1945; Dirksen, 1948; Glueck and Glueck, 1950; Wattenberg
and Balistrieri, 1950; Burgess, 1952; Lander, 1954;
Quinney, 1964; Short and Strodtbeck, 1865; Polk, 1967;
Willie, 1967; Tribble, 1972). However, recent research
findings have provided the foundation for substantial
questioning of this presumed link. First, a relatively
large body of literature which is derived from the use of
self-report measures of delinguency rather than official

statistics strongly suggests that the link, if it is

2
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present, is certainly not as strong as has often been pre-
sumed (ef. Nye, et al., 1958; Dentler and Monroe, 1961;
Reiss and Rhodes, 1961; Clark and Wenninger, 1962; Akers,
19643 Empey and Erickson, 19663 Hirschi, 1969; Williams
and Gold, 1972). Second, a more fecent but already size-
able body of literature has examined the impact of prob-
lems and pressures associated with experiences iﬁ school
upon adolescents. Much of this literature indicates that
school factors may deserve a higher priority in the devel-
opment of causal models of delinguency than the class-
based theories would imply (ecf. Hirschi, 1969; Kelly and
Balch, 1971; Polk and Schafer, 1972; Kelly and Pink, 1973).
Unfortunately, the preponderance of the literature
in this area tends to be based either on those theoretical
models which emphasize the influence of social class dis-
tinctions or on those which attempt to unravel the nature
of the influence of the school factors. Researchers appear
to have given insufficient attention to the seemingly
obvious possibility that there is aﬁ interaction between
such background characteristics as socioeconomic status

and the more propinquitous factors associated with the

school experience.

In an attempt to narrow this gap, this research
represents the development and operational testing of a
model which integrates relevant background characteristics

with influences which emerge within the context of the
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educational system. Specifically, this study explores the
extent to which such factors as socioeconomic status,
ethnicity, and family hackground characteristics set a
process in motion that renders some iuveniles more respon-
sive than others to problems which they confront in
school, a responsiveness which may so weaken their bond
to the social order that the probability of delinquency

js increased. This study is thus intended toO provide a
meaningful elaboration and extension of the earlier work
of such researchers as Hirschi (1969), Polk and“Schafer

(1972), and Kelly and Pink (1973).
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CHAPTER T
RESEARCH EVIDENCE ON THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIOECONOMIC
STATUS AND SCHOOL FACTORS UPON DELINQUENCY

As was noted in the introduction, the most influen-
tial theories of delinquency share a common theme: members
of the lower class in American society either experience
sfructurally~generated pressures that push them toward
involvement in‘deviance, and/or they encounter relatively
more opportunities that render deviance attractive (cf.
Kobrin, 19513 Cohen, 1955; Merton, 1957; Miller, 1958;
Dubin, 1959; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960). These theories
differ, of course, in their interpretations of the ways
in which delinquent groups develop, the norms which
they engender, and the goals toward which delinquent
behavior is directed. Nevertheless, each reflects the
traditionally accepted notion that there is an inverse
relationship between social class and delinquency. This
belief had its origins in research which measured the
incidence of delinquency through the use of official
records of law enforcement agencies, juvenile courts, and

juvenile correctional institutions. The studies of Warner

and Lunt (1941), Shaw and McKay (1942), Hollingshead (1845),

Glueck (1950), Burgess (1952), and Lander (1854),



Quinney (1964), Short and Strodtbeck (1965), Polk (1967),
and Willie (1967) are salient examples of this method-
ological approach. Each concludes that delinquency is
closely related to social status.

A fundamental flaw in much of the literature relat-
ing socloeconomic status to delinquency is that it has
typically relied on such official reports as arrest and
court records. The use of these official criteria as a
defining characteristic of delinguency has come under
heavy attack for at‘least two reasons. First, researchers

who accept official definitions have often been led to

compare delinquent and non-~delingquent samples in the
development of their models, the delinquents being drawn
from institutionalized populations, and the non-delinquents

from public school systems (cf. Healy and Bronner, 1936;

Glueck and Glueck, 1950; Nye and Short, 1958a). This
comparison was usually made in an attempt to uncover fac-
tors present in the delinquent sample, but absent in the
officially non-delinguent group. The factors which would
differentiate the two were assumed to have causal signif-
icance. However, not all of those confined in institutions
are necessarily delinquentj conversely, many of those in
school populations are or have been involved in delinquent
behavior which simply never came to the attention of social
control agencies. Thus, the two groups had more similar-

ities than differences. As a result, the findings of com-
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parison studies, conducted under the assumbtion that de-~
linquents (jﬁveniles populating correctional institutions)
possess traits that differentiate them from non-delinquents
(juveniles without official contacts), inevitably led to
the successive rejection of several hypothesized discrim-
inatory factors (for example, bioclogical inferiority,
mental defectiveness), and, more importantly, to the
attribution of éausality to faﬁtoré“such as social class
which may in fact simply réflect the sélection process
which characterizes every step of law enforcement and
judicial processing. The selectivity of this process
illustrates the operation of sweepiné aiscretionary
decisidn—making that is often based on characteristics of
juveniles not closely associated with their alleged in-
volvement in delinquent behavior. (cf. Goldman, 1963,
Piliavin and Briar, 1964; McEachern and Bauzer, 13967;
Terry, 1967; Black and Reiss, 1970; Ferdinand and
Luchterhand, 1870; Arnold, 1971; Weiner and Willie, 1971;
Thornberry, 1973).

Second: and of at least equal importance, the adop-
tion of official agency definitions of who is and who is
not a delinquent undermines the autonomy of the research
enterprise in the sense that researchers are not creating
variables that are of significant scientific merit. In-~
stead, they are simply accepting tﬁe definitions offered

by such agencies as the police and the courts. By so




doing, they at least implicitly accept the assumptions of
B the existing system and deviate from a focus on the actual
o behavior which they initially set out to explain (cf.
‘ Phillipson, 1974: 1-21).
e The limitations inherent in the use of official
| statistics have done much to stimulate the development of
- alternative techniques in delinquency research, particu-
L m larly through increased reliance on self-reporting of
behavior of non-~institutionalized juveniles. The data
L. == which self-report studies have generated present a serious
: :challenge both to the assumpticns and to the findings of
o

studies utilizing official criteria. In particular, they

i

suggest that delinquency is better viewed as a variable
associated with all youth, not as an attribute of only the
T T few who are officially labeled. Further, these studies
demonstrate that the relationship between social class and
o delinquency is neither as direct nor as simplistic as it

has appeared. For example, Reiss and Rhodes (13961), Gold

SR (1966), and Empey and Erickson (1866), utilizing self-
S — reports obtained from interviews, found weak inverse re-
lationships betweén class and delinquency. Similarly,
Porterfield (1945), Murphy et al. (1946), Nye, et al.
~.-» . (1958), Dentler and Monroe (1961), Akers (1984), and
Hirschi (1969), utilizing self-report checklists, reported

= . little or no relation between class and delinquency.
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Unfortunately, the self-report studies suffer from
shortcomings of their own. The degree of association
which they report between social class and delinquency
obviously depends on characteristics of their sample
populations, a source of limitation whose gravity has not
always been afforded sufficient consideration. Focr exam-
ple, in the Dentler and Monroe study, which reported no
relation between social class and delinquency, samples
were drawn from three small Kansas communities. On the
surface, their results appear to be at odds with those of
studies employing official criteria of delinquency. How-
ever, it must be kept in mind that those studies based
upon official data which have found inverse relationships
in accordance with the dominant delinquency theories were
usually conducted in metropolitan areas where, it may be
argued? the pressures of lower-class status are likely to
be most severe. Indeed, if differential pressures do
“pbtain in such settings, then ungualified generalizations
beyond the sample population in the Dentler and Monroe
study would result in a serious distortion of the actual
relationship between class and delinquency. Significantly,
Clark and Wenninger (1962), utilizing the self-report
method, found that lower-class youth in metropolitan areas
did have higher rates of illegal behavior, especially for
the more serious offenses, while there were no class dif-

ferences noted in rural and semi-urban areas.
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The most serious shortcoming of these studies may
well be the operational definition of delinquency that is
typically employed. Children who are defined as delin-
quent by official criteria have committed the offense |
which led to their adjudication within a short time prior
to court contact. Children included in the "delinquent
population" according to self-report techniques, on the
other hand, may have reported offenses which‘they commit-
ted years prior to their self-reporting. The Nyve-Short
scale, for example, is concerned with delinquent acts
committed "since beginning grade school" (Nyé and Short,
1958b: 208). Acts committed up to ften years prior to
administration of the delinguency scale arguablf should
not be taken as an indicator of degree of present delin-

quent involvement. It is widely recognized that many

children engage, at a ver& early age, in behavior which

could be considered delinquent, but that they often dis-

- continue such behavior prior to adolescence. Furthermore,

self-report scales may not include items which accurately
reflect the number and variety of offenses that actually
occur. Scales typically list only seven to twenty delin-

quency items, of perhaps a hundred or more acts which

could have been committed. Serious offenses, for example,

are usually underrepresented. Further, it is difficult
if not impossible to collect information regarding the

incidence of offenses such as “"beyond parental control

10
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and "incorrigible", both of which represent the cumulative
property of acts of some number and variety. Thus, self-
réport studies provide no clue regarding the actual occur-
rence of a category.gf offenses which make up a significant
1**4- - proporfion of officially recorded delinquency. Finally,
a serious inconsistency of self-report studies is that
they stratify their sample populations into such categor-
iés as "delinquent", "non-delinquent"; or "high delinquent",

"medium delinquent", "low delinquent". The use of widely

Ermos - different definitions renders meaningful comparison almost
impossible. In addition, oversimplified classification
may distort the relationship between truly serious delin-
quency and the social class factor. Given only two or

‘ three categories of delinquents, serious offenders are
SR necessarily grouped with other less serious delinquents.

If it is true, as some contend, that youth from lower-

i class backgrounds are likely to constitute the most serious
qffenders (those who commit serious offenses repeatedly),
this relationship may be obscuredfby the collapsing of

e categories. Significantly, in self-report studies where
more predise classifications have been employed, lower-
class youths have been found to be more involved in
serious delinquencies than mid@le— and upper-class youths

(cf. Clark and Wenninger, 1962; Gold, 1966).

e o,
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Public Schools and Juvenile Delinguency

Although the self-report studies suffer from meth~
odological hazards, they have preseﬁted a serious chal~
lenge to the findings of studies based upon official
criteria. However, the relationship between social cléss
and delinquency remains unclear. Several recent research-
ers have tried to reduce the level of this ambiguity by
suggesting that the introduction of a third variable may
serve to clarify the role of sociél c¢lass in the etiology
of delinquency. More specifically, they have presented
substantial evidence that the influence of the social
class factor may bé mitigated by the operation of factors
related to the adolescent's experience in school. Given
the critical importance of these school factors to this
study, it is worthwhile to briefly review the pertinent
literature on the topic before beginning the elaboration
of the theoretical model that is examined in Chapter II.

The earliest evidence of the efficacy of an inter-
action between social class, school factors, and delin-
quency was presented by Stinchcombe (1964#). In his study
of 1600 high school students in a small California town,
he reported no relation between social class and delin-
quency, yet he found a moderately high association between
social class and the high school curriculum track to which
a child is aésigned and between curriculum track and de-

linquency. Similarly, Schafer, et al. (1972) reported

12
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that socioeconomic status has a substantial effect on
assignment to curriculum track, and that tracking is re-
lated to delinquency. Further, Hirschi (1969) reported

no relation between social class and delinquency, although
he found associations both between social class and aca-
demic performance and between academic performance and
delinquency. Finally, Kelly and Balch (1971) reported a
tendeﬁcy for the effects of class and grades, class and
academic self-evaluation, and class and school involvement
tb combine in.aﬁ additive fashion and to have a strong

and uniform effect upon delinquency..

Given these findings, it is important to inquire into
the nature of fhe relationship between school factors and
delinquency. There is a growing body of theoretical and
empirical literature germane to this subject, but most
studies in this area suffer from several limitations.

First, as noted in the Introduction, they have generally

failed to consider educational correlates of delinguency

in light of relevant antecedent factors. Second, they

. have tended to examine the effects of highly interrelated
school factors in isolation from one another, with little
regard for interactive effects.

Initially, the sociologist's view of the relative
importance of educational factors in the etiology of de-
linquent behavior tended to vary considerably. It was.

early recognized that the majority of delinquenté are

13
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characterized by school failure, but in the initial years
of criminology's history, school failure was attributed to
mental deficiency and "feeblemindedness". This supported
the contention that hereditary degeneracy, both physical
and mental, was responsible for the emergence of delinquent
behavior patterns, because the degenerate was depicted as |
one who was unable to cope with life in a "normal" way
(Dugdale, 1877; Goddard, 1912; Goddard, 1914; Estabrook,
1816).

The early studies that attributed school failure and
delinquency to feeblemindedness were carried out without
control group comparisons in the non-delinquent population.

Confidence in the existence of an inverse causal relation-

ship between intelligence and delinquency persisted only

until techniques for more accurate measurement of intelli-

gence were developed (Wooton, 1959). Embarrassingly, it
was discovered that the criterion level used to define
feeblemindedness in the delinquent population also resulted
in the classification of a majority of the general popula-
tion as feebleminded. Needless to say, the variable was
quickly discarded as a causal factor, and sociologists'
attentions shifted to other variables. Further, since
school failure was presumed to be caused by low intelli-~
gence, attention was unfortunately diverted, at least for
a time, from the relationship between school failure and

delinguency. Thus, school failure came to take its place
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among a host of such other factors as "minority group sta-
tus" and "from broken home" that had been acknowledged as
characteristic of delinquents, but whose underlying rela-
tion to delinquency remained obscure.

When interest in educatiocnal correlates of delinquency
was renewed, attention shifted from school failure to
school truancy (Johnson, 1942; Brownell, 1954; Frum, 1958;
Reiss and Rhodes, 1959). By and large, these studies were
limited to an examination of tﬁe relationship between
truancy and the development of more serious patterns of
delinquent behavior. A strong association between the two

was generally discovered, but surprisingly, little effort

- was made to locate precipitating factors to truancy within

the éontext of the interactions between youths and the
school organization. Conjectural interpretations of the
findings were usually given in terms of family environment
and other conditions outside fhe'éauéational system.
Later, the literature on school dropouts provided
some evidence of the existence of a relationship between
intra-school factors and delinquency. Most notable among
these studies are those of Lichter, et al. (1862) and
Elliott (1966). The former studied youths who had already
dropped out of school, and concluded that dropping out was
motivated by desire to run away from "an accumulation of
school problems" (Lichter, et al., 1962: 248). Elliott

(1966) examined both the in-school and out-of-school de-
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linquency rates of 700 high school boys over a three-year

. period. He found that delinquency rates declined among

lower-class boys after they dropped out of school. For
boys from higher socioeconomic status backgrounds, the
rate remained unchanged. More significantly, he found
that delinquency rates declined after school dropout among
the delinquent boys as a group. Interpreting his findings
in light of Cohen's (1955) theory, Elliott contended that
delinquency among lower-class boys is a consequence of
pressure to compete for middle-class success goals, a
situation in which they find themselves at a distinct
disadvantage. Dropping out, a retreatist adaptation, may
relieve frustration and reduce the niotivational stimulus
to engage in delinquent activities. These findings are
extremely important to the theoretical model developed in

this research, even though they are limited because no

effort to determine the role of school factors in the

decision to leave school was made.

N erous other studies have examined the relationship
between iﬁféa—schoolAfactérs and delinquency. For example,
the list of studies reporting an inverse association
between academic performance and delinduency is impreésive.
Among the most significant are those of Kvaraceus (1945),

Toby and Toby (1961), Reiss and Rhodes (1961), Gold (1863),

" Short and Strodtbeck (1965), Polk and Halferty (1866),

Hirschi (1969), and Kelly and Balch (1971). Although each

16
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of these has uncovered evidence that delinquency and aca-
demic performance are related, perhaps the most signifi-
cant study in terms of the focus of this research is that
of Gald (1963) because he was able to demonstrate conclu-
sively that acadgmic failure precedes delinquency.

The fiﬁding that academic performance and delinquency
are inversely related could reasonably be attributed
to the antecedent operation of the social class factor,
which might prédispose a youth to academic success or
failure, or to the operation of factors wi;hin the school
itself, or to both. There ig evidence to support both in-
terpretations. With regard to the influence of social
class, Hirschi (1969), for example, reported no relation
between social class and delinquency, but he discovered
a strong association between social class and academic
performance, and between academic performance and delin-
quency. This, in turn, suggests that a portion of the
variance in academic performance may be attributed to the
influence of the social class féctor. Unfortunately,.
Hirschi does not control for the influence of social
class, so no definitive conclusions can be drawn from his
findings concerning possible interactive effects. Schafer,
et al., (1872) and Kelly and Balch (1971) reported find-
iﬁgs similar to those of Hirschi.

There is also evidence that academic perforﬁance is

directly related toldelinquency as well.  Polk and Halferty
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(1966) reported that delinquency was uniformly low among
white~ and blue-collar youths who were doing well in
school, but high among both groups where academic perform-
ance was low. These findings suggest that academic ability
may be related to delinquency through the operation of
intervening factors which originate within the school
system. Vinter and Sarri (1965: ) report observations
that bear directly upon this issue. Identification of a
student as an underachiever "has important implications

for how the pupil is subsequently dealt with by the school,
for how his school career is shaped, and, ultimately, for
his life chances®.

Because of the potential relevance of schooi factors,
the remainder of this chapter is devoted to a discussion
of those studies which have examined important aspects of
the educational system which may have a bearing upon de-
linquency. It seems reasonable to consider two general
types of literature: studies that focus on structural and
proceésual features of the school organization, and exam-

inations of pupil responses to the school organization

that may prove pertinent for delinquency research.

Factors Related to the Organizational System

‘ofvthe School

The grouping of students according to ability levels

and career orientations, often termed "tracking", is the




most visible structural feature of the school organization
that is related to the handling of students. The formal

or informal tracking system found in most high schools is
designed to promote progress among students who are highly
motivated and quick to learn, and, at the same time, to
avert undue pressure, low motivation, and alienation among
"slow learners" and those who are not academically oriented.

The intent is to better meet the needs of all students,

but tracking systems have some undesirable by-products.
One salient problem is that tracking may permit differen-
tial positive reinforcemenf of the college-bound while
withholding reinforcement from the noncollege-bound, there-
by helping to produce the very problems which it was
~designed to prevent. However beneficent such a system
may have been by design, in practice it may cénstitute a
major source of stigmatization and frustration for the
underachiever. Evidence is provided in the existing 1it-
erature to substantiate this assertion. It is widely
recognized that tracking becomes dangerous when it is

too inflexible to permit the movement of students from
one level to another (Goldberg, et al., 1966: 168).
Sex{on (1961) studied nearly 300 schools and accumulated
relevant facts about 285,000 students and 10,000 teachers
in Big City, a large, industrial area in midwest America.
She reported that within the tracking systems in all of

the high schools studied there was little movement of
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gtudents between curricula. Schafer, et al., (1972) con-
ducted a study of 1,100 students in two high schools which
were located in medium-size midwestern cities, utilizing

a variety of data from official transcripts, court vrecords,
and interviews. Their findings regarding the inflexibil- |
ity of the tracking‘system are consistent with Sexton's.,
They reported that only seven percent of those students

who began in the college'preparatory track moved into the
noncollege preparatory track and that seven percent of
those who began in the noncollege preparatory track shifted

to the college preparatory track. They concluded that

these figures indicate "a high degree of intraschool seg-

" regation and closedness" (Schafer, et al., 1872: 38).

These studies illustrate the importance of under-
standing how students are assigned to tracks, given that

the decision, once it is made, appears to be largely

irreversible in fact, if not in theory. According to the

formal rationale for the tracking system, assignment
should be dependent upon students' academic abilities as

measured either by achievement tests, grades earned, or

both, as well as student aspiration. However, there is

substantial evidence which indicates that other factors

enter into this decision. For example, Stouffer (1858)

noted that working class boys who fail to achieve good
grades are seldom advised to take college preparatory

courses, but this is not equally true of white-collar boys.

20
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Similarly, Sexton (1961) and Schafer, et al. (1972) found
that racial and socioeconomic background have a substan-—
tial effect on track assignment. Finally, Cicourel and
Kitsuse (1963) reported that subjective decisions regard-
ing track assignment are made by counselors on the basis
of a student's sex, race, parent's income level, perceived
leadership potential, character, general demeanor, social
adjustment, and so on. In each of these étudies, the
results were the same: members of racial minority groups,
and members of the lower-class were disproportionately
found in the noncollege preparatory tracks. The relevance
of this to the 1life chances of students is attested to by
the fact that students who are placed in the vocétional
track or the general or “basiec" track have great difficulty
qualifying for college entrance or remaining in college
should they be admitted (Sexton, 1961: 152-53). Such
findings as these have led Pearl (1965: 92) to argue that
such tracks are means of systematically denying the poor
adequate access to education.

Quite apart from long-term problems, the more imme-
diate effects of tracking upon behavior have been found
to be significant. Schafer, et al., (1972) reported that
noncollege preparatory students experience considerable
frustration and alienation as a result of their tracking
experience. Such students receive lower grades than

college preparatory track students, even when the effects \
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of father's occupation, I.Q., énd grade point average
before the onset of tracking are held constant. In
addition, noncollege préparatory students tend to partic-
ipate less in extracurricular activities; they have
higher dropout rates (although this is characteristic of
low achievers generally); and they have higher rates of
delinquency (sixteen percent of the noncollege preparatory
students were "officially" delinquent versus six percent
of the college preparatory students).

Along the same lines, Hargreaves (1968), a student
of the English secondary school system, investigated the
effects of streaming (tracking) in some detail. He con-
cluded that streaming constitutes a mechanism whéreby the
failure of low-stream boys is effected and institutional-
ized. Low-stream boys were held in low esteem bx the
school organization and segregated from boys in é%her
streams.l Hargreaves suggested that the stigmatization

represented by low esteem and segregation promotes a col-

lective rejection of the values of the school system and

involvement in disruptive behavior. This conclusion is

corroborated by Gold and Mann (1972). They reported that
the stigma associated with negative school experience
results in lowered self-esteem, and, further, that in an

attempt to recoup this loss, students reject the school

system.
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Closely related to tracking is the topic of curricu-
lum content. Sexton (1961) and Pearl (1955) maintained..
that many of the trades for which vocational training is
provided are rapidly becoming obsolete and, to further
compound the problem, that programs are so occupation—
specific that students are "locked out" of opportunities
for entrance into other fields. The general or basic
curriculum is often a very diluted version of the college
preparatory curriculum. Pearl (1965: 92) observed that
the curriculum of the basic track rarely yields literacy,
and that it most certainly does not prepare the student

for any productive role in society. "Students assigned

' to the 'basic track' in most metropolitan schools are

simply counted and kept in order; they have been relegated
to the academic boneyard and eventual economic oblivion."
Corroboratively, Sexton (1961), Toby and Toby (1961) and
Gibbons (1970) also observed tha* low achievers are

placed in situations where the instruction is irrelevant
to their needs and interests.

The differential allocation of teachers also reflects
the relative gquality of curriculum tracks. "Upper" track
teachers are more likely to be better educated, as well
as more interested in both their subject matter and their
students, many of whom they expect will be going to col-
lege, than are teachers of low ability groups (cf. Sexton,

1961; Coleman, et al., 1966; HargreaVes, 1968).
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Tracking, of course, is not the only relevant organi-
zational characteristic of the school system. Indeed, not
all schools have employed a formal tracking system, and
many which have experimented with such a system have

not found tracking useful. Vinter and Sarri's (1965) three-

year study of five Michigan school systems emphasizes the
significance of sanctioning systems, record-keeping and

teacher perceptions of students as characteristics of .

schools which affect the quality of the school experience
— that students will have. With regard to sanctions they
- : ‘ noted that grades are the chief means of rewarding and
= ‘ recognizing acceptable conduct or achievement and of
passing negative Jjudgments on poor conduct or acﬁievement.

However, poor students are frequently subjected to further

e penalties:
)~ R Those who perform below a certain standard
' e receive adverse grades and might also be
denied as a direct consequence, a wide

- variety of privileges and opportunities

o within the classroom. [Theyl]...were

s seldom chosen for minor but prestigeful

classroom or school assignments, and they

3 were excluded from participation in certain
- extra-curricular activities.

|

H

Moreover:

The linking of secondary rewards and sanc-
- tions to grades may result in far more
- than reinforcement of academic criteria,
o since it denies the poor performer legit-
imate alternative opportunities for recog-
nition and success (Vinter and Sarri,

F J— 1965: 9).
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A second organizational practice with which these
authors were particularly concerned is record-keeping.
They contended that it is much easier for pupils to acquire
negative rather than positive formal reputations because
schools tend to record negative behaviors, but not posi-
tive ones (with the exception of grades, when they are
good). Records follow students from year to year, thereb§
making it difficult for a pupil td "live down his past"
even if he has changed (Vinter and Sarri, 1965: 10). This
assertion applies to academic performance as well as to
social behavior. For example, Rosenthal and Jacobson
(1968) found that students who fail academically are ex-
pected to continue to fail academically. Lederer (1971:
182) went so far as to say that "Whenever a teacher in-
herits someone else's evaluation of a pupil, that teacher
also inherits an expectation. This can come by way of
grades, I.Q. tests, numerous achievement tests, and record-
ed comments by teachers and counselors on the pupil's
personality and maturity."” The implications of this
statement are far-reaching and will be discussed in
detail in Chapter II.

Finally, Vinter and Sarri (1965) examined teachers'
perceptions of students who fail and who become involved
in classroom misbehavior. They found that teachers
perceive these students to be uncommitted to learning and

believe that behavior may be changed by the application

25
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of sanctions to the child. They fail to attribute failure
and misbehavior to conditions within the school. For

example, when teachers were asked what factor contributes

-most to problems of academic failure and'misbehavior in

school, less than ten percent responded "conditions and
practices in the school”. Instead, large numbers placed
the blame upon family relations or emotional problems.

(Vinter and Sarri, 1967: 221-27).

Pupil Responses to the School Organization

Reaction to perceptions of the school's provision

of opportunities for conventional achievement is perhaps
the most clearly documented pupil response to be associa-
ted with delinquent behavior. Stinchcombe (18964) examined
the effects of students' perceptions of curriculum rele-
vance in a six-month study of 1,600 high school pupils.
One of three hypotheses which he tested through observa-
tion and exploratory survey research was that "expressive
alienation" (rebellious behavior) occurs when future
status is not clearly related to present performance. In
particular, he postulated that

if the school is well articulated with

the labor market so that current per-

formance is known by students to affect

future status in a specifiable way, then

conformity tends to be high - and the

higher the post-educational status appears

to the individual, the greater will be
his motivation to conform.-
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(Stinchcombe, 1964: 59). Stinchcombe uncovered evidence
strongly supportive of this hypothesis. He found that
non-achievers are assigned to a condition of strain
because they are compelled by law to continue in school
even though they perceive their learning experiences to
have little promise for them in the world of work.
Stinchcombe concludes:

Rebellious behavior is largely a reaction

to the school itself and to its promises...

High school students can be motivated to

conform by paying them in the realistic

coin of future adult advantages...but for

a large part of the population, the school

has nothing to offer (Stinchcombe, 1964:

179).
Corroborative support for Stinchcombe's conclusions is
found in the work of Elliott (1962), Short (1964), and
Pearl (1965). Elliott reported a strong association that
crosses class lines between perceived lack of opportunity
to achieve success goals and delinquent involvement.
Short found that delinquents perceive educational and
occupational opportunities as being more limited than do
non~delinquents. Pearl observed that, "Students are
oppressed by what is for them an alien imposition - dull
and uninspiring at best...On the one hand, the school
denies them education with any promise for access to suc-
cess, yet they are urged and warned that they must stay on

to graduation if they expect to get any job" (Pearl, 1965:

92-93).
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In addition to these studies which bear upon student
responses to the curriculum, there is pertinent literature
for this research dealing with student responses to school
authorities. Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) conducted a
two-year study of pupil responses to teacher expectations
in a controlled double-blind experiment utilizing grade
school children and their teachers. As this study is of
critical -importance to the model to be tested in this
research, it is discussed further in Chapter II. Briefly,
teachers of children randomly assigned to experimental
groups were told to expect unusual intellectual progress
from their students; teachers of a control group were told
nothing. In fulfillment of teacher expectations, students
in the experimental group showed significant gains in I.Q.
and grades, and they scored higher on a social adjustment
dimension than did children assigned to the control group.

Along the same lines Davidson and Lang (1960) conduc-
ted a survey of approximately two hundred elementary school
children in New York City in order to test the following
hypotheses: (1) there is a positive correlation between
students' percepticns of teachers' feelings toward them
and students' perceptions of themselves; (2) there is a
positive relationship between favorable perceptions of
teachers' feelings and good academic achievement; and (3)
there is a positive relationship between favorable percep-

tions of teachers' feelings and desirable classroom
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behavior. Each of these hypotheses was gstrongly supported.
In addition, the authors found social class to be directly
related to becth favorability of perceptions of teachers'
feelings and to academic achievement. Both the Rosenthal
and Jacobson (1968) and the Davidson and Lang (1960) \
studies indicate that academic and social behaviors are,
at least in part, a function of perceptions of teacher
expectations. Vinter and Sarri (1965) have made similar
observations with regard to high school pupils. They
reported that students perceived as underachievers by
teachers are likely to feel rejected by the school, to
perceive (accurately) that they have poor reputations
among teachers, to suspect that teachers try to minimize
their actual accomplishments, and, presumably as a result,
to behave disruptively.".

The final area of student responses to be considered
here is commitment or attachment to school. This aspect
of student responses to the school has received consider-
able attention in the literature, and is most important
to the development of the model to be tested in this
research. Indeed, on the basis of past research it

appears that the adolescent's commitment to school may
constitute a particularly critical tie in his bond to the
normative order.

Toby (1957) examined academic status as an indicator

of commitment to school, and argued that failure serves

29
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as a catalyst to delinquent involvement. He suggested
that those who fail are rejected by the school and, as a
cohsequence, turn to their peers for approval as a compen-
sation for this rejection. This notion is supported by
the findings of Sugarman (1967), who reported that under-

achievement is associated with both high involvement in a

"youth culture" which rejects school values, and low com-
mitment to the pupil role. Toby observed that the peers
to whom unsuccessful boys turn offer an alternate and
"heroic" basis for self-respect.

Polk and Halferty (19668) examined both academic per-
formance and involvement in school activities as indices
of commitment to school. The degree of commitment was
found to be a correlate of delinquency. They argued that
adequate academic performance constitutes "a minimum basic
ingredient" of commitment, while involvement in school
activities acts as a series of "side bets" which lock the
student'into the generalized success system of the school
(Polk and Halferty, 1966: 79). They also noted that -
involvement in school activities gives the student "an
increased stake in academic performance, since in all
probability continued engagement in activities will depend
to some degree on continued academic success" (Polk and
Halferty, 1966: 79-80).

- One could, of cburse, argue against the inclusion

of academic performance as an index of commitment to

e e T S
, i . sy A S ot e v

r::"l}"'v b

wly



N S

31

school because it is entirely possible that a student may
be committed to school, yet not possess the academic capa-

bility to perform well. Although Polk and Halferty sug-

o gested that a child who receives low grades is not likely
”ﬁi'%“ to retain commitment to school, and while Hirschi (1969)
&Mjnin found some empirical evidence to support this contention,

w? it nevertheless remains questionable to equate low grades
an«!! with lack of commitment. Instead, commitment could be

- better measured in terms of affect toward school and vol-
o untary participation in school activities, indices which

- more accurately take into account the expression of com-

‘M ‘« mitment to school. Hargreaves (1968), Schafer (1969),
e om Hirschi (1969), and Kelly and Pink (1973), for e?ample,
o have explored the concept of commitment and its relation-
=7 ship to delinquency in these terms. Hargreaves (1968), in
- his study of English secondary schools, noted that boys
— n
.~ who spend little time on homework are more apt to become
e > delinquent than those who show more interest in their
o ‘ studies. This notion is also supported by Hirschi's (1969)
= 7 .and Kelly and Pink's (1973) findings. It is suggested
" : that the less time a child spends on homework, the less Z
T he is committed to the values and goals of the school. )
R This lack of commitment is‘directly related to delinguency.
Schafer (1969) examined athletic participation as a deter-
L _ rent to delinquency among several hundred high school
R boys in two midwestern schools. His empirical findings

I
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suggest that athletic participation is independently and
negatively related to delinquent behavior. In addition,
Schafer found that academic achievement was strongly and
positively related to athletic participation. These find-
ings suggest that those who do well in school are apt to
be committed to school, and, as a result, to have less
likelihood of becoming delinquent.

Hirschi (1869) reported that academic capability has
a moderate correlation with affect toward school, an
indicator of commitment, and that affect toward school is,
in turn, related to delinguency. Altﬁough the correlation
coefficient between affect toward school and delinquency
was low, Hirschi maintained that it belies a very strong
relationship given both the conceptual distance between
liking school and delinquency and the strength of relations
traditionally uncovered in delinquency research. Further,
Hirschi found that boys who value the good opinion of
middle class persons are less likely to become delinquent
than those who do not value such opinions. He also report-
ed that affect toward school and responsiveness to middle
class persons were correlated substantially with feelings
about the legitimacy of the authority of the school.
Beginning with academic capability, Hirschi was able to
trace a path through attachment to school and support of
Vthe school's authority to delinquency. His data Qere

consistent with this causal sequence.

32
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Finally, Kelly and Pink (1973) conducted an empirical
study of the relationship between school commitment and
delinquency among male sophomores in high schools in a
medium~sized county in the Pacific Northwest. School
commitment was measured by'four unweighted, intercorrelated
interview items designed to assess academic achievement,
participation in extracurricular activities, college
plans, and time spent on homework. They also included
measures of students' allegiance to school versus peers,
of students' associations with troublesome peers, and of
general rebelliousness. The influence of social class
upon school commitmeﬁf,’rebelliousness, and delinquency
was also examined. Delinquency was measured through
official reports. Kelly and Pink found that level of
commitment to school is related to both rebellion and
delinquency. Further, social class and school commitment
do not combine to produce any noticeable differences in
either rebellion or delinquency, and, finally, while
social class and school commitment are both independenfly'

related to rebellion and delinquency,'level of commitment

serves das a much strongér predictor'variable. Thus, they

concluéed, decreasing levels of school commitment are

related to increasing rates of rébellion and delinquency.
In summary, the literature discussed in this chapter

suggests that school commitment is related to delinquency;

that the major temporal antecedents to commitment are
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found in pupil-school interactions; and that background
characteristics such as social class, ethnicity, and
family environment may also be directly and/or indirectly
related to delinquency. A detailed commentary on the
ways in which these factors are expected to relate to one

another is presenfed in the theoretical model which

follows.
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CHAPTER II
DELINQUENCY, SCHOOL COMMITMENT,
AND COMMITMENT TO CONFORMITY

Subcultural interpretations of delinquency notwith-
standing, few would question the assertion that the Ameri-
can public school system is a critically important factor
that muat be taken into account in any thorough analysis
of juvenile delinquency. The reasons for the school's
significance are legion. Initialiy, many aspects of the
socialization process that wereonce viewed as the respon-
sibility of the nuclear or extended family system have
largely become the province of the school system. Even
were such a shift not intentional, it seems inherent in
the fact that children between the ages of six and sixteen
spénd'the bféponderance of their time either in school or
in school-related activities. This, in turn, suggests
that many, if not most, interpersonal relationships that
children develop will be directly tied to their school
experiences.

. Second, and on a somewhat different level, the school
generally represents the first structure to which the
chila must adjust that invests legitimated authority in -

the hands of individuals other than his family. One would
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certainly expect some association between the manner in
T which this initial set of relationships with external
authority is handled and subsequent responses to other
social agencies, including those charged with responsibil-
ities related to social control.
”‘; Finally, a child's success or failure in school is
R closely related to his future 1life chances. Because
American society has become so highly technologized, it is
characterized by movement of persons from one level of the
.. social structure to another. The status of one's family
o is no longer sufficient to assure the status of succeeding
generations. Instead, society relies increasingly upon
- achievement, particularly educational achievement, as a
determinant of adult success. Consequently, the school
can be said to be the "initial battleground where success
o struggles take place" (Polk and Richmond, 1972: 68).
- It is clear from this hrief discussion that the
school constitutes a powerful force in the child's life;
it seeks not only to educate him, but also to cepirol him
both by shaping his attitudes and behavior while he is a
; : student and by functioning as the "gatekeeper" of his
_kk o destiny. On the basis of the literature presented in the
previous chapter, it is equally clear that school exper-
iences for ‘certain subelements of the school population

— = are related to delinquency, thereby indicating that the

"""" school has somehow failed to adequately perform its social-




izing and controlling functions. One explanation of this
failure might be that the school does not make educational

goals, and the means of attaining them, sufficiently

attractive to all students to induce their conformity to
conventional organizational expectations. This is the
theoretical position taken in this research. In particulan,
it is argued that students who are not provided with suf-
ficient inducement to become committed to school have high
probabilities of becoming delinquent. Morecver, it is
suggested that several organizational features of the edu~
cational system which are viewed by the organization as
conducive to the fulfillment of both its socializing and

controlling functions are actually dysfunctional to these

purposes. More specifically, some school-based influences
inadvertently alienate children from school, neutralize
the effects of the school's authority, and render some
children uncommitted to the educational system. Under
conditions which will be specified in more detail below,
lack of commitment to school may constitute a sufficient
condition to render the child uncommitted to the social
order which the school represents. When this occurs,
situational inducements to delinquenéy are likely to be
acted upon.

The task of explicating the relationship between the
school and delinquency is ‘difficult because the relation-

ship to be explained is quite complex. There are a variety
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of elements within the educational system that must be
considered and a number of external factors that must.be
held constant if the school's relationship to delinquency
is to be isolated. Thg temptation to resort to an exam-
ination of static‘pupil characteristics which would indeed
simplify the problem must be resisted because such an
approach would obscure the dynamic processes 6f school~
pupil interactions which are central to an understanding
of the relationShip between the school‘and the emergence
of deliﬁquént behavior. Thus, in weaving together findings
of the previous literature in developing the theoretical
model, I pay close heed to Cohen's (1965: 9) suggestion
thdt we avoid constructing models “in terms of variables
that describe initial states, on the one hand, and out-
comes on the other, rather than in terms of processes
whereby acts and complex structures of action are built,’
elaborated, and tpansformed". Instead, and in response
to these criticisms, I shall attempt to develop a model
which lends itself tou the exploration of arrangements and
practices of the school as they interact with the attitudes
and behavior of students. Only through such an approach
can one hope to determine how and to what extent the}
school system exerts pressure upon students to engage in
delinquent behavior. |

It will be recalled that numerous correlates of

attachment or commitment to school are also predictors of
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delinquency. Polk and Halferty (1966), for example,
reported that grades, attitudes toward school, time spent

on homework, and participation in extracurricular activi-

mff,‘ ties are related to delinquent behavior. Hirschi (1969)
s reported that attitudes toward school in general, attitudes
MV:"' toward teachers in particular, perceptions of the legiti-
‘:; - macy of the school's authority, time spent on homework,
. N ~and participation in school activities aré related to
- delinquency. Schafer (1972) reported that participation
- - in school athletics serves as a deterrent to delinquency.
‘:-; Finally, Kelly and Pink (1973) indicated that grades,
‘t: _ ., college plans, time spent on homework, and participation
—_— " in extracurricular activities are associated with delin-
quency. Although I would take exception with the inclu-
. -- - sion of some of these variables as indices of commitment,
g I'f o there is little question that they point to an important
T jif linkage. Following the suggestions of Hirschi (1969) and
—_ - Kelly &ad Pink (1973), I will interpret these and other
findings relevant to aspects of the relationship between
";T T school and delinquency by utilizing arguments derived
from control theory.
N o The basic assumption of the control theorist is, that
- o delinquency is the result of the breaking down of the
f“"v personal and social controls which bind the individual
T T ' to society. Such confro;s are viewed as the product of
-'“ H;-; internalization of norms whose essence lies in the attach-
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ment of the individual to others; "If a person does not
kcare about the wishes and expectations of other people ~
that is, if he is insensitive to the opinions of others -
then he is to that extent not bound by the norms"
(Hirschi, 1969: 18). This theoretical formulation
stresses the importance of the family, the school, and law
enforcement agencies as sources of control over motives to
deviate. It is argued that when the controlling potential
of these institutions is not realized delinquency is like=-
ly to result. Thus, Reiss (1951), one of the major pro-
ponents of this‘view, hypothesized that delinquency is a
product of failure of the ego, the primary group (the
'family),'and the community to control the individual. In
a comparative study of recidivists and non~recidivists, he
found that each of these variables was a predictor of pro-
bation success. Nye (1958), likewise an adherent to this
view, argued that absence of internal and external con-
trols, particularly those related to affectional iden-~
tification with the family, is related to delinguency.
Reckless (1861), in the development of what he termed
"eontainment theory", found that boys who had favorable
self-concepts, and who were characterized by favorable
perceptions of family and school, were unlikely to be-
come delinquent.‘ He theorized that such inner controls

serve as "insulators" against delinquency (Reckless,

et al., 1956).
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Although there are numerous other related examples
of this approach (¢f. Redl and Wineman, 1951; Sykes and
Matza, 1957; Gold, 19633 Briar and Piliavin, 19653 Ball,
1966), perhaps the most salient examples, in terms of the
model to be tested here, are those of Toby (1857) and
Hirschi (1969). Toby (1957) argued that delinquency is
largely a result of ineffective parental and community
controls. He introduced the concept of "stake in conform-
ity" to refer to the behavioral consequences of internal-
ization of social controls. He suggestedthat those youths
who have little stake in COnformity engage in delinguent
behavior at minimal risk because they have little to lose
by such behavior. By way of example, Toby contended that
school 1s meaningless to students who fail academically
because it is not instrumental to future success. Because
they lack a stake in conformity, such students are likely
to engage in delinguent activities as an alternate source
of prestige among their peers. The student who succéeds
in school, on the other hand, has a stake in conformity.
Since future occupational opportunities are tied to school
success, he has much to risk by becoming in&olved in delin-
quent behavior. Hirschi (1969), in a major empirical test
of control theory, elaborated the issues raised by Toby.
He presented a succincet description of the contingencies
involved in "commitment", a concept which is closely akin

to the "“stake" concept employed by Toby:
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The idea, then, is that the person
invests time, energy himself, in a
certain line of activity - say, getting
an education, building up & business,
acquiring a reputation for virtue.
When or whenever he considers deviant

. behavior, he must consider the costs of
this deviant behavior, the risks he
runs of losing the investment he has
made in conventional behavior (Hirschi,

1969: 20).

Thus, the decision to engage in deviant behavior is viewed

-as a rational one that is based upon what the individual

perceives that ‘he jeopardizes by engaging in that behavior.
What he has to risk is determined by the attachments he

has made to others (for example, love for his parents,

desire to get an education) and the commitments that flow

from those attachments (being an obedient child, working

hard to achieve good grades in school). When agents of

social control, such as the family and the school, do not

induce commitment to conventional values, then youths can

be said to be free of commitments tc conformity. They

"avre then free to deviate (Hirschi, 1989).
Let us examine the implications of these arguments for

+he theoretical model to be tested here. Since the school

is a representative of the social order, an investment
in school implies an investment in conventional behavior.

Thus, school commitment has implications beyond the educa-

tional system. Particularly,to the extent that the child's

bond to the school is weakened, it follows that his bond

to the general social order is likely to be similarly

.
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affected. Furthef, if the arguments of control theory
fr - are valid, to the extent that the bond to the social order
[_ is weakened, the norma’civ'e‘ prosériptions against delinquent
behavior are less apt to serve as constraints upon deviance.
e e In order to maké such inferences plausible, one must be
T able to demonstrate that commitment to school is a factor
B of sufficient potency to account for the emergence of de-
ﬁ;m‘]' linquency. In this regard it can be said that all youths,
regardless of race, income level, family environment, and

. 4. so on, give at least verbal valuations to the notion of

- the importance of education in American society, and to

. B
the espousal of educational goals (cf. Reiss and Rhodes,
- 1959). Further, it can.be said that most youths are at
,,,,,, least initially committed to school, that is, they make
=T investments in the conventional values of the educational
system (Hirschi, 1969), and will therefore have sufficient
h o reason to conform (Kelly and Pink, 1973). There are, of
_—— coﬁrse, others who merely pay lip service to educational
. goals because they have been told that education is the
T avenue to success in American society by parents, school
authofities, the mass media, and so on, but who nonetheless
T 7 do not make substantial investments in the educational
. - system because they lack sufficient means or motivation
; Iw“; to do so.
gr%” - ' But why should school experiences which reduce stu-
- o dent commitments to school be associated with delinquency?
.
N - -
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And why should the school experiences of those who are
uncommitted to school from the start be associated with
delinqueﬁcy? In the case of students who make substantial
initial investments in school, but who lose commitment as
a result of negative school experiences, the answer would
appear to lie in the notion of blocked goal attainment.
Those who are committed to educational goals but who are
unable to realize these goalé are apt to experience frus-
tration. Some of these students, to be sure; may remain
tied to the legitimate system through commitments to
conventional parents or peers while others, lacking sub-
stantial commitments to conventional others, will reject
the values of the educational institution and turn to

alternative avenues of success that may be either conven-

tional or deviant. Un the other hand, those students who

lack substantial initial investments in the educational
system are even more apt to become deviant. Their initial
lack of commitment indicates that they probably have not
made substantial investments in family as well, a matter

to be further éxplored below. Further, they are compelled
by law to continue in a system which is not and perhaps
never has been relevant to them. The experiences that they
are likely to encounter in school which are aimed at in-
duciﬁg student commitment are likely to be viewed as
meanipgless, unrewarding, and perhaps even hostile to

them. These school pressures, it 1s argued, are likely to




contribute directly to the decision to engage in delinquent
behavior.

To summarize, then, it has been said that the school
is a dominant and powerful force in the child's life. Not
only does it seek to socialize and control him while he
is a student, it also serves as the "gatekeeper" of his
adult status. Because the school is also the most formid-
able representative of the social order in his 1life, the
student's bond to school is his most important bond to the
conventional normative order. If the bond to the school

becomes tenuous, a portion of the constraint upon him from

~engaging in delinquent behavior is effectively removed.

" Hence, he has an increased probability of becoming delin-

quent.

Because infiuences located within the immediate con-
text of the school are not the only forces shaping his
behavior, to say that a youth is uncommitted to school is
not to imply that he will necessarily engage in delinquent
behavior. The risks involved may be minimized, but they
need not be nullified. External factors such as influences
related to social status, strength of ties to family,
nature of peer affiliations, religious beliefs, opportun-
ities to drop out of school and form new commitments in the
world of work, and, on another level, the presence of
gsituational inducements to commit delinquent acts, exposure

to delinquent subcultures, and so on, may either promote
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or inhibit the development of delinquent behavior patterns
independent of the influence of school experiences. More-
over, not only may some of these factors have 4 direct
effect upon delinquency, but they may also directly con-
tribute to the nature of the school experience which pro-

duces student commitment as well.

- The literature regarding the social class factor pro-
" vides an illustration of these associations. Prior r;:—

S search has indicated that socioeconomic status is associa-
ted with the probability that youths will become involved

in delinquent behavior (cf. Warner and Lunt, 1941; Shaw

-
and McKay, 1942: Hollingshead, 1949; Glueck and Glueck,
e 1950; Short and Strodtbeck, 1965; Tribble, 1972). In
addition, socioeconomic status has been found to have a
- mitigating effect upon many of the factors associated with

commitment to school (cf. Stinchcombe, 1964; Hirschi, 1969;
Kelly and Balch, 1971; Schafer, et al., 1872). It is in-
= cumbent upon the researcher, then, to question whether
T social class 1s directly related to delinquent behavior or
B whether it operates primarily indirectly through the inter-
vening influence of school experience. Therefore, the
general argument regarding the relationship between school
commitment and delinquency must be expanded to include
both the varieties of school factors that may affect stu-
dent commitment levels as well as numerous antecedent and

external conditions which may also impinge upon this re-
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lationship. The remainder of this chapter is devoted to

an examination of these interrelationships.

The Relationship Between Background Characteristics,
School Commitment and Delinquency

It would appear that the link between social class,
race, family background and‘delinquency is one that oper-
ates both directly and indirectly through the influence
of the school system. However, the indirect link seems to
be by far the stronger of the two (cf. Stinchcombe, 1964}
Hirschi, 1869; Kelly and Balch, 1971; Schafer, et al.,

1972). In other words, the association between these ante-

~cedent factors and delinquency should obtain only in the

" presence of particular school experiences. On the basis

of the prior literature, one would not expect a strong
direct association because'fhébulk of the literature points
to an indirect link. Indeed, even those studies which have
reported a strong direct association between these back-
ground factors and delinquency are less salient to this
determination for two reasons. First, the vast majority
of them have employed official statistics as the measure
of delinquency. This reflects selective biases, not the
least of which is the influence of social class on the
decision of social control agencies to react to delinquent
behavior. Second, these studies have not controlled for
intervening school influences. Thus, it seems reasonable

to suggest that since adult status in American society




is determined increasingly by achieved as opposed to
ascribed status, and, since the achievement struggle large-
ly takes place within the context of the educational sys-
tem, one can expect that influences within the school

setting will overpower the antecedent influences of back-

ground factors in providing youths with orientations
toward the conventional order. Further, one may postulate
that the predisposing influences afforded by ¢ne's back-
ground will be mitigated by the effects of the school
experience.

Let us proceed to explore the implications of this
postulate in terms of the model to be tested in this

research. The lower- or working-class child, due to his

status position, is likely to have a lower initial invest-

. ment in conformity than his middle- or upper-class counter-

o part. This is so because the conditions that are thought

to inhibit commitment to conformity are more prevalent in
the life experiences of lower-class youth. Briar and

Piliavin (1965: 42), commenting on the relevant literature

e in this regard, have reported that:

The lower class individual is more
likely to have been exposed to punish-
ment, lack of love, and a general

s atmosphere of tension and aggression
o since early childhood. Furthermore,
o his parents devote less time to super-
vising his activities, are less trust-
: ing of him, and are less likely to be
D viewed by him as legitimate authorities.
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On the other hand, the middle-class child is apt to be
more attached to the legitimate system as a consequence.of
greater parental love and pressure. In addition to these
considerations, the lower-class child is apt to have more
frequent exposure to delinquent peers (or at least those
who have been so labeled by social control agencies). One
may conclude on the basis of this evidence that members of
the lower social strata are apt £o have lower commitments
to conformity, and, consequently, to have higher probabil-
ities of becoming delinquent than middle- and upper-class
children.

Conjunctively, it is important that we examiné the
literature regarding the interaction between the social
class factor and school commitment. Ericson (1946),>Davis
and Havighurst (1847), MacDonald, et al. (1949), Luszki
and Schmuck (1963), Hess and Shipman (1967), Hirschi (1969),
and Kelly and Balch (1971), among others, have examined
this relation. The evidence suggests that middle-class
children are apt to have stronger commitments to school
than are lower- and working-class children (as evidenced
by both favorability of attitudes toward school, and by
behavior indicative of commitment such as participating
in school activities, doing homework, achieving good
grades, and so on). This is explained, at least in part,
by findings that middle class parents are apt to show

greater interest in their children's schoolwork; tc watch

~y
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their children's school advancement more closely; to pro-
vide more support of their children's school activities
by helping with homework& participating in P.T.A., and 50
on; and to have higher expectations of their children in
terms of advanced education than lower-class parents.

One can-anticipate that the lower-class child will
have a greater probability of becoming delinguent than the
middle-class child even though they share similar school
experiences because the lower-class child is apt to have «
lower stake in conformity than the middle-class child, by
virtue of his status position. Further, it is anticipated
that the middle~class child who has negative school exper-
iences is more apt to become delinquent than the lower-
class child who has positive school experiénces because
school experiences exert a mitigating effect upon the prior
influence of social class position. |

It is suggested that the racial factor will have an
influence upon both commitment to school and delinquency
similar to that of the social class factor. It seems
reasonable to argue that those who are rejected by the
system are likely to have little stake in the system.
Thevrefore, blacks, by virtue of their inferior status
position in American society, are apt to have higher prob-
abilities of becoming delinquent than whites. lHowever,
the black child's experiences iﬂlschool can serve either

+o pveinforce or to establish his stake in conformity by
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providing him with attractive inducements to conform.
Convefsely, the nature of his school éxperiences may be
such as to further reduce whatever stake in conformity he
may have originally héd. The preponderance of the evidence
in this regard indicates that school experiences are likely
to impinge upon blacks in a fashion which renders delin-
quency an attractive alternative (Sexton, 1961; Caplan,
19643 Jones, 1967; Hirschi, 1969).

It is important that considerations regarding the
child's family environment be included in this discussion
of background conditions since the family ranks high among
the influences which shape the child's attitudes and
behavior. Again deriving the general argument from control
theory, it is contended that the stronger the relationship
between the child and his parents, the lesser the likeli-
hood that he will become delinquent and the more apt he
will be to be committed to the conventional values of the
school, to aspire to educational goals, and to view the
school's authority as legitimate. A basic assumption of
this argument, and of control theory generally, is that
the bond to conventional persons acts as a deterrent to
delinquency. One may question the plausibility of the
argument just set forth if, in fact, some parents do not
constitute conventional persons. Differential association
theorists and cultural deviance theorists would submit

that in cases where parents do not espouse conventional
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societal values, but rather hold criminal values which may
encourage delinquency, the stronger the tie between the
child and his parents, the greater is the probability
that the child will become delinquent. |

There is, however, some evidence to refute this argu-
ment. Hirschi (1969) reported that the child attached to
the low-status parent is no more likely to be delinquent
than the child attached to the high-status parent. (If
such theorists as Miller (1958) and Cloward and Ohlin (1960)
are correct, then one would find that children attached to
low~-status parents would have a higher incidence of delin-
guency because the values of the subculture in which they
live are hypothesized to be conducive to such behavior).
Further, Hirschi (1969: 198) has argued that the parent
who is himself committing criminal acts "is as likely to
express allegiance to the substantive norms of conventional
society as is the middle-class parent." Along the same
lines, Sykes and Matza (1957: 665) reported that "the
family of the delinquent will agree with respectable
society that delinquency is wrong, even though the family
may be engaged in a variety of illegal activities".

Whether or not these arguments are convincingl

the fact remains that the strength of the relationship

1 1t may be argued, for example, that parents may
express verbal allegiance to conventional society, but
certainly have no commitment to it, as evidenced by their

illegal behavior.
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between the child and his family, regardless of class
position, is inversely related to delinquent behavior.
Empirical evidence in this regard is voluminous (ef. Glueck
and Glueck, 1950; Andry, 1957; Nye, 1958; McCord and McCord,
1959; Browning, 1960; Slocum and Stone, 1963; Jaffe, 1963;
Gold, 1963; Hirschi, 1969). These studies uniformly indi-
cated that delinquents are less likely than non-delinquents
to have strong, stable relationships with their parents.
This association is perhaps one of the most clearly docu-
mented findings of delinquency research. Thus, it can

be concluded that the bond to the family acts as a deter-
rent to delinquency. However, what effect is the family
environment likely to have upon the child's relafioﬁ to
school? And how are school experiences likely to affect
commitment when the family environment influénces commit-—
ment in the opposite direction? Hirschi (1969) and Palmore
and Hammond (1964) presented findings which suggest an
answer to the first question. Hirschi reported that
children doing poorly in school are characterized by lack
of close communication with parents. Palmore and Hammond
suggested that a deviant family background increases the
likelihood of delingquency more among those doing poorly in
school than among those doing well in school. These find-
ings boint to the efficacy of a contributory condition
between these factors. The second question requires a
consideration of the relative importance of the family and

the schoonl in the adolescent's 1life. Sccialization research
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has indicated that, after the child enters school, the

impact which the family has upon his life is greatly re-
duced (c¢f. Barber, 1957; Kerckhoff, 1372). The school
assumes the majority of the responsibility for his social-
ization, then, from the time he is six years of age. It
is the agency that links the child to the wider social
order (Elkin and Handel, 1972) and thus may be more im-
portant than the family in patterning his relationships
with others. Clausen (1968) goes so far as to suggest
that children who become committed to school take teachers
rather than their parents as primary models. In addition,
because of the organizational structure of the school
system, peer associates are likely to be those who share
the child's status in the school system's hieyarchy. Com-
mitments to school, or the lack of them, are likely to be

reinforced through such associations.

On the basis of these observations, it is thecrized
that school experiences constitute more powerful forces
in the adolescent's 1life than the family. Consequently,
it is hypothesized that the child with strong ties to
family who has positive experiences in school is least
likely to become delinquent. On the other hand, the
child with weak ties to family who has negative school
experiences is most likely to become delinquent. Finally,
the child with strong ties to family, but who has negative
school experiences (this may occur, for example, when a

child, committed to his achievement-oriented family, be-

comes committed to school, but finds that he does not.
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possess the academic capability to succeed in terms of
educational goals), has a higher probability of becoming
delinquent than the child who has weak ties to family,

but who has positive school experiences (this contingency
is represented by the child whose family environment is
not conducive to the development of commitment to educa-
tion, but for whom the school system provides sufficient
inducement to make the commitment alternative attractive).

The Relationship Between School Experiences,
School Commitment, and Delinquency

Moving‘past these antecedent conditions, we come to
the central focus of the model: school-pupil interaction
processes and the milieu in which they occur. Two general
arguments form the basis of this discussion. First, the
nature of school-pupil relations, at least for a certain
subelement of the student population, is such as to weaken
student commitment to school, and thus to conformity.
Second, the educational system itself, through its value
orientation and supportive organizational structure, is
responsible in large measure for both the negative quality
of school-pupil interactions and the weakening of student
commitments to conformity.

The comprehensive high school is an eminently middle-
class institution. Nearly all scheol personnel, including
teachers and administrative staffs, are middle-class by

income, residence, and self-identification (Fearl, 1965).




Most texts and other materials utilized embody the cultural

patterns of the white suburban middle-class family (Schafer

and Polk, 1967). The high school, in keeping both with
this middle-class orientation and with its function as
"gatekeeper" of adult statusés; is strongly biased in
favor of~identifying talent and increasing the proportion
of college-bound students (Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963).
Middle-class success standards, which stress the value and
importance of advanced education, are applied to students
of all socioeconomic backgrounds, family environments,
and so on (Kerckhoff, 1972). In support of this value
orientation, the organization has developed an elaborate
system of structural features and prescribed staff roles
which serve to reward the high achiever and punish the
low achiever.

When the child enters the high school, the organiza-
tion reacts to his background characteristics (svcial
class, race, family situation), and to his presumed aca-
demic ability. Through judgments made and responses issued
on these bases, the school sets in motion a pattern of in-
teraction batween itself and the student which is largely
irreversible and which affects the totality of the child's

subsequent relations with the school.? 1In particular, the

2 I do not mean to imply that similar responses are
not made to students by the school system in earlier years
as well. However, the kind of response pattern peculiar
to the high school makes its reaction to the student more
significant than those made in earlier years.



school responds by labeling the child, either implicitly or
directly, as "college prepavatory material or “non-col.ege
preparatory material’, "bright" or "not bright", *fast" or
"slow", "motivated" or "unmotivated", and so on. Once so
lebeled, the c¢hild is likely to be treated as he is ini-
tially perceived, regardless of how he may change, because
there is little opportunity for the movement of students
within the high school social system. Althoﬁgh the organ-
ization purports to make these judgments in order to ful~
£i1l its "gatekeeper" function more efficiently and to
provide learning experiences which are tailored to the
differential needs and interests of the variety of students
whom it is mandated to educate, it may also inadvertently
limit its potential as a contrdlling or socilalizing instiw
tution. Let us examine the process by which this occurs.
It is known, on the basis of past research, that con-
siderations regarding the child's academic ability, as
well as his social ciass, race, and family background,
enter into the tracking decision. The rationale for this
decision-making on the part of the school appears to ema-
nate from two sources. First, school officials expect
that students who have failed in the past will continue to
fail in the future (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968), a not
unreasonable assumption, but an extremely dangerous one
in terms of its potential consequences. Second, as

Stouffer (1958), Sexton (1961), Cicourel and Kitsuse (1863),
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and Schafer, et al. (1972), amcng others, have indicated,
social background characteristics are viewed as precursors
of social adjustment, achievement motivation, learning
potential, and so on.3 Once the school makes the judgment
concerning whether or not a student is college preparatory
material, the student is usually powerless to reverse this
decision (Sexton, 1961; Stinchcombe, 1964; Hargreaves,
1968; Schafer, et al., 1972). Students who are judged un-
qualified to take college preparatory courses are persuaded
to take alternate courses or they are simply denied admit-
tance to college preparatory courses. "The school's
guiding hand is often firm and directive" (Sexton, 1961:
153). For the child who is bent upon college entrance

and who has accepted the school's orientation toward con-
ventional achievement, this may have serious dampening
effects. Moreover, because class, race, and family con-
siderations enter into track assignment, fewer of those
from lower-class backgrounds, black children, or those
from "poor" home environments ére given an opportunity to
enter the college preparatory track. Thus, it would appear

that those who are likely to have lower initial stakes in

3 Although it is impossible to determine the relative
weight allotted academic performance versus background
factors in the decision-making process, I would hypothesize
that background factors are less significant determinants
of track position among students doing exceptionally poor
or exceptionally good academic work, but they may be deci-
sive among average students.

e e i e VA,




58

conformity are placed in situations in which their com-
mitments to school are likely to be even further reduced.
The implications of tracking upon other aspects of
the school experience are far-~reaching. Whereas in grade
school judgments regarding student competence are alsov
made on the basis of both academic performance and back-
ground characteristics, the negative effects of these
appraisals upon students who are judged less competent are
not nearly as severe as in the high school. In the self-
contained classroom of the grade school, all children,
regardless of performance, social origins, or aspirations,
proceed through the same curriculum with their peers.”
In the ‘high school, however, students are physiéally sep-
arated from those who formerly constituted their peers as
various groupings of students come to occupy differential
statuses in the school system's hierarchy. While tracking
per se can probably do little harm, it is not accomplished
in a value-free manner. As Stinchcombe (1964: 7-8) has
pointed out, for example, "the school puts all who can do
algebra into a class in algebra, but those who can do auto-
mobile mechanics are put into that class only if they can-

not do algebra. Thus the schocl defines talent at algebra

4 Although in some schools ability groupings in such
subjects as English and math are employed, the more rigid
differentiation characteristic of most high schools 1is

not found (Sexton, 1961).
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as success, talent at auto mechanics as failure". In
short, only traditional middle~-class values are defined
positively. As a consequence, the school organization
becomes characterized by a stratification system which

is likely to have negative effects for those at the bottom
of the status hierarchy. Sexton (1961: 179) has presented

a lucid description of the emergent system:

Through the use of separate curriculums...
the schools establish a class system which
is more rigid in its way than the class
system in the outside world, since all
students have curriculum and "ability"
levels which segregate them from other
students in a clearly defined rank order.
In this social system, the college prepara-
tory curriculum is the upper class, the
vocational curriculum the middle, and the
general curriculum the lowest class.
Within this class structure there is ap-
parently little movement either up or

down.

Schur (1871: 3), discussing the effects of labeling on
deviants, has made the following observations which are
analogous in many respects to the situation of lower track
students in the high school social system: "efforts to

'treat' deviators, rather than to 'punish' them, may,

depending on the nature of the setting and the 'treatment',

be highly stigmatizing and may actually reinforce, rather
than reduce, deviant behavior". The low achiever is a
deviant in terms of the school's value system. He appears
neither to espouse organizational goals nor to possess the

means to attain them. Consequently, he is "treated"

through placement in a non-college preparatory track where,
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ostensibly, his needs can be better met., However, the
effects of this track experience may be highly stigmatiz-
ing (Hargreaves, 1968; Schafer et al., 1972). The student
is "almost completely isolated socially and intellectually
from students in other 'ability' groups" (Sexton, 1961:
195), and those in other ability groups are judged super-
ior to him. Furthermore, the value system of the school
is so pervasive that it is espoused not énly by school
authorities, but also by many segments of the student
body. The "in" group, as defined by both students and
school officials, is typically made up of college-bound

students (Sexton, 1961).

In addition to the effects of segregation and of neg-

- ative evaluations, there are other features of the educa-

tional system which may impinge negatively on lower track
students and on low achievers generally. They constitute
salient‘sources of reduction of commitment to school and
to conformity. One of these is differential curriculum
relevance. Stinchcombe (1964) and Pearl (1965), whose
works have been discussed carlier, indicated that the
subject matter of various school curricula have differen-
tial value in terms of their utility in the labor market.
The college preparatory track is most clearly articulated
with avenues to anventional achievement because college
is recognized as a legitimate avenue to high status, high-

paying jobs. However, with the possible exception of sec-

retarial or business classes, the occupational payoff to

o
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be derived from the vocational track is less clearly recog-

nized. Indeed, vocational training often has little trans-
ferability to the world of work, and is commonly too
occupation-specific to provide opportunities for entrance
into other vocational fields (Pearl, 1965). The relation-
ship between the basic or general track and the job market
is even less clear. One may argue, therefore, that to the
degree to which students perceive that their current ef-
forts are likely to have little occupational payoff, they
are likely to view the school as having little instrument-
al value in terms of their occupational goals. They also
may view legitimate avenues to achievement as blocked to
them, and may be released to delinquent behavior as an
alternate source of self-esteem among their peers. This
argument is supported by the findings of Stinchcombe (1964)
who reported that student's perceptidns of occupational
opportunities that stemmed from their high school experi-
ences were clearly and directly related to delinguency.

In addition to that aspect of curriculum relevance
reflected by perceptions of occupational payoff, the
student is also apt to be affected by the relevance of the
curriculum in terms of its relation tc social issues which
are important to him. Many have argued that the high
school curriculum is "sterile", that it treats youth as
children and avoids the discussion of important social

problems of which students are likely to be aware and con-
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cerned. If the school is to perform its socialization
and controlling functions, it must treat the problems of
the poor urban dweller as well as those of the middle-
class suburbanite., It is argﬁed that students who view
the school curriculum as irrelevant in terms of becoming
aware of the problems of others, learning to get along with
others, and learning to think for themselves, are likely
also to experience a reduction in commitment to schcol.
Aside from these consideratiqns of organizational
features of the school, it is recognized that the child's
interactions with school authorities constitute a major

component of his school experience. It is suggested that

- the nature of these interactions is also likely to be a

consequence of his academic and social background charac-
teristics. That is, low achievers, those from lower-class
backgrounds, black children, and children from "poor" home
environments are most likely to have negative interactions
with school authorities. It has been found, for example,
that school officials have patterned expectations of stu-
dents who demonstrate differential performance character-
istics. Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) conducted a land-
mark two-year study of an elementary school which brings
this aspect of the school experience into sharp perspective.
These authors administered a fictitious test to students
which school authorities were told was able to predict

thich children were likel& to show an "academic spurt" in




the near future. Teachers were told who the "spurters"

were, but were advised not to pass this information on

. to the students or their parents. At the end of the study

period, the authors collected information regarding the
grades, behavior, and attitudes (as reported by teachers)
of children in both the experimental and control groups.
Their findings are extremely significant. The experiment-
al grouﬁ children made astonishing progress in grades and
IQ scores (nearly half»df this group gained twenty IQ
points or more) and were judged, with the exception of
minority group children, to be more appealing and well
adjusted. Teachers' evaluative judgments of poor students
among the controls indicated that they viewed them as
"tproublemakers". The operation of a self-fulfilling
prophecy ﬁas convinecingly demonétrated. There is reason
to believe that this prophecy can operate just as effec-
tively to produce negative as well as positive attitudes
and behavior, although this has not been tested in con-
trolled experimentation for obvious ethical reasons. The
hypothesis to be tested in this research with regard to
teacher expectations is slightly different from that of
t+he Rosenthal and Jacobson study. It is that students
perceive what is expected of them, and act in conformity
with these perceptions. Thus, it is suggested that chil-
dren who do poorly in school are apt to perceive that

teachers expect little of them and do not like them.
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These expectations are likely to serve as