ABSTRACT
FEBBO-HUNT, MARIA. The Other Side of the Track: Curriculum Tracking and
the Pathway to Delinquency. (Under the direction of Catherine Zimmer.)
This dissertation examines whether school track location contributes to involvement in
juvenile delinquency. First, I hypothesized both a direct and an indirect effect of track location on
involvement in juvenile delinquency. Second, I hypothesized grade point average (GPA) would
be negatively related to involvement in delinquency. Lastly, I hypothesized peer exposure would
affect involvement in delinquency. Specifically, youth located in a non-academic track, with lower
grades, and higher levels of negative peer exposure will be more likely to engage in delinquency.
Using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 and employing Poisson and Negative
Binomial regression techniques, I found the following. There are no significant direct effects of
tracking on delinquency for the multivariate models. Further analyses show there are indirect,
negative effects, via GPA, of being in the general/college-prep and the combination track versus
the vocational track on rates of committing additional types of property offending. Youth in the
general/college-prep track earn higher grades relative to students in the vocational track, who, in
turn, have lower rates of engaging in additional property offenses. For the remaining three
delinquency models, there appear to be no indirect effects of tracking via grade point average.
For status, violent and overall offending, exposure to negative peers results in higher rates of
committing additional types of offending. For property offending, there is only an indirect effect of
negative peers on offending. What does this study have to say about schooling and delinquency?
First, academic achievement matters with respect to involvement in delinquency. Second, there
is evidence that track location has an indirect effect on the commission of additional types of
property offenses. Combined other research findings illustrating other undesirable outcomes of
tracking, we must ask, “Is this structuring of students worth the cost relative to the pedagogical
benefits?” Further research is warranted to fully answer this question, thus I advocate bringing
tracking “back in” to comprehensive studies of juvenile delinquency.
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Chapter I
Introduction
Fifteen dead in Colorado! Others killed at the hands of their classmates in
Kentucky, Arkansas, Pennsylvania, and Oregon! While this dissertation will not
be explicitly about school violence such as the atrocities acknowledged above, it
is still important to try to understand the relationship between delinquency, from
its less serious to its most serious forms, and the school environment.
In the last decade, we as a society have enjoyed a decline in overall crime
1
index rates; however, we have seen increases in Part II offenses during this

same time period. For example, drug offenses have increased 49%, offenses
against family and children are up 35%, embezzlement is up almost 44%, and
curfew and loitering offenses are up 81% (UCR, 2000). After a peak in violent
offending by juveniles in 1993, there has been a steady decline; however,
current rates are still not back to the rates of the early to mid-1980s. Property
crime rates have remained relatively stable over the past twenty years, with peak
levels in 1991. Many "theories" have been offered to explain rates of juvenile
offending, including the availability of guns, abusive family backgrounds, the
proliferation of violent lyrics in music and violent video games, and teasing by
peers. While any of these "theories" may provide a piece to the puzzle, research
needs to be carried out that will help us gain a clearer picture of the problem.
1 Each year the FBI publishes The Uniform Crime Reports, a summary of crime in the United States. Part I or index
offenses are those crimes considered to be significant enough in our society to track utilizing official resources, specifically
law enforcement agencies from the local level up to the federal level. There are eight Part I or index offenses. They are
murder, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, auto theft, and arson. An overall crime index rate is the
summation of the arrests for the above crimes divided by the population of the United States for a given year and then
typically multiplied by 100,000. This rate is the ratio of the number of crimes per 100,000 people in the population for a
given year.
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Even if this violence is due to any or all of the aforementioned factors, why
does school become the stage? What is it about schools or the process of
schooling that contributes to delinquency --- up to and including violence? Not
only have we heard about massacres at schools, but there have also been cases
of sexual harassment of students by students, rape, verbal abuse, and gang
activity.
Our schools are the places where children spend much of their daily lives.
Is it as simple as routine activities? Delinquency and crime occur at school
because that is where the kids are? Or is it something else? Is it the structure of
the schooling process (i.e., tracking) and the labeling that goes with such a
structure? What about the associations formed among kids who share track
location or the social arrangements in schools such as cliques? Or do kids just
bring all that is wrong in their non-school lives with them to school?
This research will look at family background and structure, peer
associations, and school structure shed light on the problem of delinquency.
Basically, I work to uncover some key processes that contribute to delinquency.
There are no easy answers to the problem of delinquency, but if we are to
address the problem, we must work to discover what processes, factors, and
institutions are coming into play.

Schooling and Juvenile Delinquency
Juveniles, persons less than 18 years of age, make up approximately
26% of the US population; however, they account for nearly 27.5% of all index
offenses committed in 2000. If we include young adults up to the age of 25, they
2

are responsible for more than one half of all index offenses (UCR, 2000). These
figures alone should justify research on juvenile delinquency. Such research
should include serious offenses as well as less serious and status offenses.
What contributes to juvenile delinquency? Where should we look for
explanations of this phenomenon? The family? Peers? Schools? The
community? The neighborhood? All of these contexts/environments/institutions
have been studied on some level with respect to their influences or their
combined influences on juvenile delinquency. So, why do more research?
-

Because juvenile delinquency is an ongoing social problem.

-

Because 57% of all violent crimes committed by juveniles took
place on a school day, with 19% taking place in the four hours
immediately after school (3:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m.) (FBI's National
Incident-Based Reporting System, 1999).

-

Because the context in which delinquency occurs is important. As
such, schools, communities, neighborhoods, and families are
important factors/contexts/environments to take into account when
explaining delinquency.

-

Because even after all the research that has been done, there is
still no definitive picture of what causes delinquency and crime, but
that does not mean we should give up the search for a clearer
picture.

-

Because if we have a clearer picture, we may be able to address
the problem with better programs for reducing delinquency.

Why focus on schools? Prior research has shown an association
between some aspects of schooling (i.e., grades) and delinquency
(Stinchcombe, 1964; Hirschi, 1969; Polk and Schafer, 1972; Phillips and Kelly,
1979; Figueira-McDonough, 1983; Lawrence, 1985; Tygart, 1988; Febbo-Hunt,
1992). In a study using longitudinal data, Febbo-Hunt (1992) found that grades
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were predictive of all types of delinquency included in her research. These
delinquency measures ranged from non-serious offending like truancy to very
serious offenses like robbery and assault. This research also examined the role
involvement in extracurricular activities plays in juvenile delinquency. With the
exception of the relationship between working and involvement in status
offenses, no significant relationships were found (Febbo-Hunt, 1992). 2
What was not included in that study was any measures of structural
aspects of schooling (i.e., tracking). Tracking, or the grouping of students at
similar levels of ability, may be relevant to explaining delinquency. Research on
tracking shows the tendency for those in the same track to share certain
characteristics such as social class and race. Some research indicates that
tracking reproduces class and race inequality (Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Bowles
and Gintis, 1976; Oakes, 1985; Roscigno, 1998).

3

My research asks: Is there some aspect of how schooling is structured
that has a direct, independent impact on delinquency? Figure I.1 suggests the
possibility that schooling, in addition to having an indirect effect, through grades,
has a direct effect on juvenile delinquency. Research has suggested that
tracking structures or allocates opportunities to learn, achieve, and ultimately
affects socioeconomic status among other outcomes (Hargreaves, 1967;
Alexander et al., 1978; Gamoran, 1987). It can be argued that opportunities, or
2 The relationship between having a job and involvement in status offenses became significant only after the omission of
113 influential cases. These 113 cases fell outside the acceptable range of two standard deviations above or below the
mean on diagnostic tests performed.
3 Conceivably tracking reproduces gender inequality too; however, that relationship is much less clear, if present at all.
More research needs to be done on the gender dimension of tracking and the reproduction of inequality.
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a lack thereof, to learn and achieve through conventional avenues may
contribute directly to delinquency.
Gamoran’s (1987) research on tracking and achievement may be an
important component of the argument that there is a direct link between
opportunities to learn and involvement in delinquency. I also argue his work will
help further illustrate how tracking may indirectly affect delinquency through
academic achievement (Stinchcombe, 1964; Schafer and Olexa, 1971). To
successfully make this argument, I must first lay out Gamoran’s work on tracking
and achievement.
Gamoran (1987) states, "Curricular programs - a feature of school
structure - are the basis for the differentiation of opportunity within schools."
(153) For example, streaming, the British version of tracking, enables or
constrains opportunities by allowing or restricting access to exams that would
enhance the graduates' potential occupational classification, and thus, their
earning power. Low-stream boys were denied the opportunity to take tests that
would place them in a better position to find work after school. Without those
exams, students would be perceived as not being as skilled as those who had
taken the exams. As such, their occupational aspirations were generally lower
(Hargreaves, 1967).
While seemingly not as rigid as the British system, the American system
typically utilizes prerequisite courses to structure course-taking, and by
extension, students' opportunities to learn. Essentially, in order for students to
take certain higher level courses, they have to have had the lower level
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prerequisites. This in itself does not preclude opportunities to participate in more
rigorous academic courses; however, if a student has been taking courses in one
track, it is unlikely that she or he will be able to meet all of the prerequisites of
courses in another higher track. Even when students try, they usually run out of
time (by being ready to graduate) before finishing the more advanced
coursework (Gamoran, 1987).
Gamoran’s (1987) research finds more support for the effects of
schooling, as measured by student experiences, curricular track, and
coursework, on achievement than for the effects of schools (school-level
conditions) on achievement. In particular, he found that student experiences
produced significant effects on achievement. Gamoran (1987) reports that,
“…curriculum tracking is closely tied to students’ academic experiences, as
revealed by their patterns of course taking. Tracking and course taking together
account for substantively significant differences in student achievement.” (153).
This differentiation in achievement or opportunities to achieve, as structured by
tracking, could be linked to involvement in delinquency (Merton, 1938; Cloward
and Ohlin, 1960; Schafer and Olexa, 1971).
Such structural blockages in opportunities to learn lead to real blockages
in economic opportunities in the labor force. It has been argued that when future
economic opportunities are blocked, students become frustrated and
disillusioned with school and other conventional or legitimate avenues to
economic success (Merton, 1938; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Stinchcombe, 1964;
Schafer and Olexa, 1971). This frustration leads them to seek success through
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other non-conventional means (Merton, 1938) and to the extent that nonconventional means exist, youth will avail themselves of these illegitimate
opportunities (i.e., deviance, delinquency, and drug use) (Cloward & Ohlin,
1960).
Another, less direct, avenue to delinquency may be available through
academic achievement and peer group associations. If tracking and course
taking are tied to student experiences and student experiences are important to
achievement outcomes, it could be argued that tracking provides a social context
within which academic learning occurs. It could conceivably provide the context
within which friendships/peer associations are formed. If these tracks constitute
social as well as academic groups within schools, how might they affect other
social outcomes such as delinquency? Could it be that various track locations
operate like subcultures in which peer associations come into play? These
associations could then, in turn, affect behavior both delinquent and nondelinquent. Consider the process of 'labeling' these groups and the role that
process may play in contributing to involvement in delinquency. Students in
lower tracks may be labeled as "less likely to succeed" and treated as though
they will not be successful through conventional or legitimate avenues. Such
labeling may contribute to involvement in non-conventional actions like
delinquency.
As previously discussed, Gamoran’s (1987) work focuses on structural
blockages to legitimate opportunities to learn and achieve. He found that “…the
effects of within school differences in learning opportunities on achievement are
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substantial....” (Gamoran, 1987: 149) “Perceiving oneself to be in a collegepreparatory program is clearly associated with higher achievement, even when
prior achievement and other background variables, school setting, composition,
and offerings are controlled.” (149) It can be argued that the blockage of
opportunities to learn and achieve through conventional avenues (i.e., school)
may lead students to seek alternative pathways to “success” through
delinquency.
The assessment of the direction this area of research must take can best
be summarized by Kelly (1978),
“... we need to systematically dissect, examine, and understand the
existing organizational structure of the school. This becomes a most
important requirement and especially so in light of those recent
studies that have exhibited a significant, independent connection
between track position - a structural element - and such outcomes as
youth deviance and crime . . . the school will continue to manufacture
a certain variety of “misfits” (Kelly, 1977, 1978). In a very real sense,
not only does the school play a major role in the production of
“failures," but the very nature of the existing structure itself guarantees
a certain amount of failure” (Kelly, 1978: 404-405).
I hope to answer Kelly’s call with this research.

8

Structure of the Dissertation
At this point, it is helpful to provide a brief description of the components
of this dissertation. Chapter I examines the reasons for additional research in
the area of juvenile delinquency. It is argued that schooling, along with other
aspects of students' lives (family, peers, and work) will be important in
determining involvement in delinquency.
Chapter II will lay out the key theoretical areas that may shed light on how
tracking is thought to affect outcomes, specifically juvenile delinquency. Several
theories have surfaced in this research that may illuminate the links between the
structure of schooling (tracking in this work) and delinquency. They are status
attainment and status mobility theories, status maintenance theories, school
status theory, school commitment and other social psychological theories, and
subcultural theories. These theories can be grouped into three broad categories:
theories focusing on the structural aspects of schooling and the student's place
in that structure; theories that emphasize social psychological issues that arise
regarding students' relationships to school and to the people with whom they
come in contact on a daily basis; and theories that examine the roles structure
and agency play in shaping both a person's structural location as well as the
possible outcomes of such a position.
Chapter III provides a review of the empirical literature on the relationship
between tracking and delinquency, with particular attention to the role of peers,
family, and other background characteristics. Other areas of influence are also
reviewed. This section is accompanied by a conceptual model detailing the key
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elements, as the literature seems to dictate, involved in a schooling/delinquency
model. A critique of the empirical work is offered along with the hypotheses to
be tested in this work.
Chapter IV provides a detailed description of the data analyzed in this
study. Measurement of the variables used will be defined and a more specific
operational model of the relationship between tracking and delinquency will be
presented. The specific analysis strategy will be covered. Chapter V presents
the empirical results of my analyses.
Lastly, in Chapter VI, I discuss my findings, tie them back to previous
research, discuss the limitations of this study, and discuss the implications and
extensions of this research.

10
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School Structures
& Processes

Grades

Delinquency

Figure I.1: Conceptual Relationships among School Structures and Processes and
Juvenile Delinquency

Chapter II
Review of the Literature
There has been extensive research on the role academic tracking plays in
various social outcomes, including delinquency. As with other "hot topics," the
research focus has shifted to and away from tracking and its role in delinquency.
This review will examine the past thirty or more years of the theory and research
dedicated to unraveling the causal mechanisms at play regarding tracking and
delinquency.

Theoretical Considerations
In exploring the literature regarding tracking and delinquency, several
theoretical ideas have come to light. By and large these theories can be
described as emphasizing either 1) the structural element of schooling and the
student's place in that structure; 2) the social psychological processes that are
key in explaining students' relationships to school and the people with whom they
interact on a daily basis, specifically, family, teachers and peers; or 3) theories
that emphasize the roles structure and agency play in shaping both one's
structural location within the school and the intra- and interpersonal processes by
which the students come to terms with their position and how delinquency may
be a possible outcome. I discuss each of these in turn.

The Impact of the Structural Elements of Schooling on Students
Status Attainment and Social Mobility Theories. Status attainment and
social mobility theories focus primarily on individuals and the assets or
12

characteristics they possess and how those characteristics translate into rewards
or burdens in our society. These assets fall into two categories, those that are
ascribed, or there by the sheer accident of birth, and those assets that are
earned or achieved through work of various kinds. Race, sex, and social class
are common characteristics examined when attempting to determine reward
allocation in our society (Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977;
Featherman and Hauser, 1978; Jenks, et al., 1979; Mare, 1980, Brint, 1998).
Within status attainment and social mobility theories, family background
characteristics are also thought to be of importance (Jenks, et al., 1979;
Featherman and Hauser, 1978). Specifically, and traditionally, one’s father’s
level of education and his occupation are considered important predictors of the
child’s (typically his son’s) social location. How then does this relate to our
discussion of schooling and tracking? Several assumptions are made at this
point. First, public education is available to everyone as a means to rewards in
our society. Second, the work done while in school is not evaluated taking one’s
ascribed characteristics into account, but rather one’s performance on and
completion of the work is impartially graded. Third, the successful completion of
one’s work will reap rewards, specifically good grades, a diploma, and ultimately
college entrance and/or employment. These assumptions would lead people to
believe that our system of education is open, impartial and merit-based and that
tracking and schooling are avenues to improving one’s social class/status
position (Jenks et al., 1972; Heyns, 1974; Rehberg and Rosenthal, 1978; Davis
and Haller, 1981; Alexander and Cook, 1982). The problem with these
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assumptions is that research has shown them to be incorrect (Bowles and Gintis,
1976; Oakes 1985). As many as 90% of public schools in this country employ
some form of tracking students into relatively homogeneous groups for teaching
and learning purposes (Vanfossen et al., 1987; National Education Association,
1968). It is argued that this structuring of students by ability allows bright, fast
learners to continue their progress and allows slower learners to get the extra
attention needed to ensure successful completion of their school requirements.

4

This structure also helps teachers create more focused lesson plans rather than
needing to cover the spectrum of learning levels; however, research has shown
that, at least to some extent, family background characteristics of the student
come into play in determining their track location (Wiatrowski et al., 1982) and
that track placement reproduces one’s existing social position rather than leading
to upward social mobility (Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Oakes, 1985).
How then is this theory able to contribute to the discourse on
delinquency? Status attainment and status mobility theories do not, in and of
themselves, deal with deviance, delinquency and crime; however, when coupled
with various adaptations of strain theory, there is much to contribute. Strain
theory utilizes many of the component parts of attainment and mobility theories.
Strain theory asserts that all people are seeking to achieve economic success
and upward mobility and, that by and large, their avenues to success will be
ones of conformity rather than deviance; however, it is argued that people, in this
case students, who cannot achieve upward mobility through conventional
4 Research indicates more than the student's objective performance in class and on tests goes into to determining student
ability.
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avenues of success (i.e., education), will turn to other means to achieve success,
namely delinquency (Merton, 1938; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960). Youth who are
striving for success yet structurally blocked from achieving it may become
frustrated and turn, where available, to alternative pathways to success (Merton,
1938; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960).
Status Maintenance Theory. Status maintenance theory addresses the
above critique of status attainment theory. Status maintenance theory argues
that tracking is a mechanism that keeps children in their class location
(Rosenbaum, 1975; Alexander and McDill, 1976; Bowles and Gintis, 1976;
Alexander, Cook, and McDill, 1978; Alexander and Eckland, 1980; Oakes, 1982
and 1985; Vanfossen et al., 1987). This perspective would be consistent with
the notion of tracking as a “sorting machine” (Spring, 1976). In other words,
school is not seen as an institution that produces a level “playing field” whereby
hard-working students can all achieve upward mobility, but rather as a “factory,”
if you will, which reproduces social position (i.e., class location). Over the course
of the research in this area, scholars have tested hypotheses based on three
main questions 1) Is there class bias in the process of track assignment?; 2) Is
there a significant impact of tracking on educational and occupational
outcomes?; and 3) Are there significant differences in classroom environments
and experiences by track location? (Vanfossen et al.,1987). Vanfossen’s et al.
(1987) research, based on analyses of the High School and Beyond data,
indicates that there is class bias in track placement, that tracking does affect
educational and occupational outcomes, and that there are significant
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differences in the kinds of experiences students are likely to have, depending on
where they are located in the tracking structure. They conclude that tracking
operates to reproduce rather than alleviate class inequality.
Specifically, their data show that a student from a lower socioeconomic
background who performs very well academically has only about a 52% chance
of ending up in an academic track as compared to approximately 80% of highperforming students from a high socioeconomic background (Vanfossen et al.,
1987). Their findings are consistent with other research that shows children with
a lower status background are most likely to end up in a lower academic track
(Brint, 1998). The research “...also indicates that tracking often does have at
least modest negative net effects on learning opportunities and later life
chances” (Brint, 1998: 226).
Such findings in combination with Cloward and Ohlin’s differential
opportunity theory (1960) may shed light on the relationship between tracking
and delinquency. Much like Merton’s theory of anomie (1938), Cloward and
Ohlin’s theory focuses on access, or lack of access, to legitimate opportunities to
achieve cultural goals; however, they also focus on access, or lack thereof, to
illegitimate opportunities. If access to legitimate opportunities to achieve cultural
goals is blocked, youth become frustrated and will search for other illegitimate
avenues to the goals. Cloward and Ohlin (1960) argue that access to these
illegitimate opportunities is also unequally distributed. Thus, youth may not even
be able to avail themselves of them. Access to both legitimate and illegitimate
opportunities is determined by the social structure of the community. In order for
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people to avail themselves of opportunities, legitimate and illegitimate, they must
have access to both ‘learning’ structures and ‘performance’ structures within their
community. It is within learning structures that youth are taught the values and
skills necessary to utilize the opportunities available to them. Performance
structures provide youth with a way to practice the values and skills they have
learned. The learning and performance structures operate in the same manner
regardless of the content. In other words, the process by which people learn is
the same; however, what they learn is different (i.e., conforming versus nonconforming attitudes and behaviors).
It can be argued that the community is the school and tracking is the
social structure within that community which structures opportunities. Research
has repeatedly found evidence that the opportunities to learn are different across
tracks. For instance, Oakes (1985) found that the emphasis placed on standard
academic knowledge varied across tracks. Specifically, high-track English
courses emphasized the “standard works of literature” as opposed to the works
of “young-adult fiction” being assigned in the lower-track courses (76). She also
found that the lower-track classes engaged in work that required much less
critical thinking than higher-track classes. A similar pattern was found for math
courses. Rudimentary skills were the focus of low-track math courses while
high-track courses focused on “high status” mathematical concepts and
procedures (Oakes, 1985: 76). She asserts “...given the vast content differences
we found between high and low-track classes, these classroom differences
served to further widen the gap between the prospects of various groups of
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students ...” (93). Such evidence suggests that students’ opportunities to acquire
the knowledge necessary to succeed via legitimate avenues is hindered by the
variation in the curriculum offered within the different tracks and the unequal
opportunities students have to learn.
Oakes and others have also found that there are classroom climate and
resource differences that may interfere with low-track students’ ability to utilize
the legitimate pathways to success. Along with potential differences in
educational resources (e.g., computer and technology resources, studentteacher ratios, up-to-date reading material, etc.), there may also be important
climate and teacher preparation differences across tracks. Low track classrooms
are characterized by less experienced teachers as well as less-well prepared,
and less enthusiastic teachers, low student motivation, greater disciplinary
problems, disengagement, disenchantment, higher drop-out rates, and higher
delinquency rates (Rosenbaum, 1976; Finley, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Vanfossen, et
al., 1987; Hallinan, 1994; Brint, 1998). It would seem, based on the research
that the lower tracks certainly may severely hinder the likelihood that low-track
students would be prepared for and be able to pursue a post-secondary degree,
rewarding employment, and high status attainment in adulthood.
How then might tracking structure one’s opportunities to partake of
illegitimate opportunities? The description of low-track classes, covered above,
provides a picture of the environment in which low-track students must learn as
well as insight into the kinds of interactions she or he is likely to have with other
similarly tracked kids in these lower track classes. I would argue it is quite
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possible that exposure to disengaged students who are disenchanted with their
educational experiences, who tend to drop out of school at a higher rate and
engage in delinquent behavior at a higher rate, whose teachers have lowered
expectations, are less well prepared and less enthusiastic would be able to find
many of opportunities to learn to be (and to act out or perform their role as)
disengaged, unmotivated, disenchanted, disrespectful, and delinquent.

Social Psychological and Other Individual-Level Theories
School Commitment Theories. School commitment theories revolve
around the idea that students who are bonded to the school will "buy into" or
internalize the norms of the institution and will abide by them (Toby, 1957;
Hirschi, 1969; Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Kelly and Pink, 1973; Frease, 1973;
Johnston et al., 1988; Cernovich and Giordano, 1992; Jenkins, 1995).
Commitment to one's school involves an “intrapersonal process” whereby the
student decides, prior to or at the beginning of high school, to attend college.
Such a decision is then followed by behaviors and attitudes that are consistent
with attaining such a goal and which are in accordance with school norms,
teacher expectations and academic standards (Schafer and Olexa, 1971, 67). In
general, this bonding or attachment to school sets up a dynamic whereby the
student has much to lose if she/he misbehaves or does poorly in school. For
example, misbehavior may gain an official response and be recorded in one's
school record. Such a record, along with any academic trouble, may make one's
goal of gaining acceptance into college more difficult or perhaps even
impossible. In essence, this is a classic example of social bond theory.
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Students will not deviate from the school norms, teachers’ expectations and
academic standards because to do so would jeopardize their goal to attend
college (Hirschi, 1969).
All in all, there is support for the theoretical argument that adherence to
school norms, teacher expectations and academic standards is not as salient for
non-college-prep track students; therefore it is expected that, for students
assigned to a non-college-prep track, the levels of school commitment will be
lower thus allowing for deviation from school norms, teacher expectations and
academic standards (Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Kelly and Pink, 1973; Frease,
1973; Cernovich and Giordano, 1992; Jenkins, 1995). In other words, students
with low levels of school commitment are not bound by the norms of
conventional society, including school norms, and are thus freer to become
involved in delinquency (Hirschi, 1969; Cernovich and Giordano, 1992; Jenkins,
1995).
Theories of the Self. Theories examining the role of the self, self-esteem,
and self-worth are common in both the educational and delinquency literatures.
In general, theories of self-esteem are theories of social interaction which
assume that we, as people, possess a fundamental need to feel good about
ourselves and that we look to others to determine how we should feel about
ourselves (Rosenberg et al., 1989; Matsueda, 1992). Some of the most
important concepts across theories of the self are reflected appraisals, or what is
known as the “looking glass self” (Cooley, 1912), role-taking, and the
“generalized other” (Mead, 1934). Each of these will be discussed in turn.
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Matsueda (1992) details the need for more criminological theories which
include the role of self and goes on to cover how reflected appraisals, roletaking, and the “generalized other” are important to examining delinquent
behavior. Reflected appraisals are people’s interpretations of how others feel or
what others think about them (Rosenberg et al., 1989; Matsueda, 1992). Roletaking, “...consists of projecting oneself into the role of other persons and
appraising, from their standpoint, the situation, oneself in the situation, and
possible lines of action” (Matsueda, 1992: 1580).
Through the process of socialization, people learn to take the role of a
specific other, usually a significant person in their lives such as parents, siblings,
and the like. Further along in the process of socialization, “...individuals learn to
take the role of the entire group or “generalized other,” which includes the norms,
rules and expectations governing various positions and roles of a group,
community, or society. Here, individuals learn to relate the activities and
expectations of their roles to the activities and expectations of other roles within
an organized system” (Mead, 1934: 152-164; Matsueda, 1992: 1581).
The result of such interaction and role-taking, which happens over and
over throughout the course of a day, is social structure or the patterned
relationships that exist within and among the various groups in a society. Social
structure can constrain (or enable) “...the form and direction of these interactions
by structuring communication patterns, interests, and opportunities” (Stryker,
1980, Matsueda, 1992: 1580). I suggest that tracking is a social structure that is
maintained by social interaction and role-taking among students, teachers,
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parents, and counselors. This structure constrains interaction, interests, and
opportunities by segregating students into roughly homogeneous groups for
much of the school day (Oakes, 1985). Moreover, this structure may have an
effect on the development of one’s self-concept. Specifically, I maintain it is
possible that students at each level of track location utilize reflected appraisals to
develop a sense of what teachers, parents, peers, and counselors think about
them. Based on these reflected appraisals they formulate notions of self as well
as their place in the social structure and perhaps even their future place in the
larger society.
This development of self with regard to school life is problematic to the
extent there are negative labels attached, by peers and parents as well as
teachers and counselors, to lower track locations. Repeatedly in the literature on
tracking it is made clear that students in the lower tracks are stigmatized and
labeled as failures. Hallinan (1994) addresses the negative social psychological
processes that may affect one’s self-esteem. “Students are likely to view their
assignments to low tracks as evidence that teachers have a low regard for their
academic abilities and as an indication that they cannot be successful in school
and should not aspire to go to college” (Hallinan, 1994: 82). She goes on to
illustrate that the loss of self confidence experienced by the assignment to a
stigmatized location may decrease one’s motivation, which can lead to
disenchantment with and detachment from academic participation and
achievement. Such disenchantment and detachment may lead to rebellion
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against the structure in the form of disruptive, and possibly delinquent, behavior
(Stinchcombe, 1964; Cohen, 1955; Schafer and Olexa, 1971).
Oakes (1994) would probably support the assertion that indeed, students
assigned to the lower-tracks correctly perceive the evaluations of others as
negative. In this instance, reflected appraisals and actual appraisals seem to be
congruent. At this point, it is possible that students who feel others are
evaluating them negatively and relegating them to stigmatized locations in the
school structure may, over time, internalize such labels and locations as part of
their notion of self and behave in a manner consistent with the stigmatized sense
of self. Repeated interactions with parents, teachers, counselors, and peers who
hold negative appraisals, or are believed by the student to hold negative
attitudes about them, may lead to the development of low self-esteem. In an
attempt to cope with their low self-esteem, students may search for other
avenues to self-esteem and self-worth, namely delinquency (Stinchcombe, 1964;
Cohen, 1955; Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Kaplan, 1980; Rosenberg et al., 1989;
Matsueda, 1992).

Theories of Structure and Agency
School Status Theory of Delinquency. School status theory also focuses
on the student’s place in the structure; however, structure does not mean the
class structure of the larger society. Instead, this theory argues that the structure
of the school is more important. Specifically, this theory maintains ". . . that
one's location in the reward structure of the school is a far more important
determinant of nonconforming behavior than one's social class background"
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(Kelly and Balch,1971: 426; Schafer and Polk, 1967; Shafer and Olexa, 1971).
Tracking is a structural component of the formal organization (e.g., the school)
which has, “institutionalized labels, role expectations, behavior patterns and role
relationships.” (Schafer and Olexa, 1971, 14) As such, the individual’s place in
the structure of tracking affects rewards and opportunities, or a lack thereof, of
which the student may avail her/himself, as well as influences the kinds of
personal interactions she or he will have with others within that structure.
Schafer and Olexa (1971) point out that “...an individual’s place in the structure
vitally affects how he is perceived, judged, treated, and reacted to” (14). This, in
turn, influences one’s attitudes about oneself, teachers, peers and the
organization itself.
Agnew’s General Strain Theory (1992) can inform this discussion of
tracking and delinquency. He blends structural and social-psychological sources
of strain to explain deviance, delinquency, and/or criminal behavior. His theory
encompasses traditional sources of strain while expanding the list to include a
wider array of both positive and negative sources of strain. He also incorporates
both structural and micro-level interactional sources of strain. Specifically, he
acknowledges that structural blockage of opportunities, as well as the negative
relationships individuals may have had with others, lead to strain, frustration,
anger, and ultimately involvement in delinquency. Labeling will also be
important in describing the link between tracking and delinquency in this section.
Agnew (1992) proposes that people experience strain when they 1) fail or
expect to fail to achieve some positively valued stimuli; 2) experience the
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removal or expect to experience the removal of positively valued stimuli and;
3) experience or expect to experience negatively valued stimuli. For the
purposes of this research, it can be argued that students who are not assigned
to an academic track may experience a sense of failure to achieve a positively
valued goal; that the process of assigning students to the various tracks may
cause the breaking up of friendship groups which may have existed prior to
official track assignments, thus removing a valued relationship; and that students
who find themselves in a non-academic track may be presented with such
negative labels as “academic failure” and “not college material,” in a classroom
environment that is disorderly and unchallenging, and with instructors who may
hold a low regard for students in a non-academic track. The interactions
students in the lower tracks tend to have are largely negative. For example,
students are likely to encounter teachers in lower track classes who are less
well- prepared and less enthusiastic about teaching these classes and who
spend much of their teaching time off task having to deal with disciplinary
problems. Students in the lower track locations are also likely to be interacting
with other students who are disillusioned, disengaged and delinquent
(Rosenbaum, 1976; Finley, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Vanfossen, et al., 1987;
Hallinan, 1994; Brint, 1998).
According to Agnew (1992), if the negative relationships and interactions
are intense, recent, have persisted over time and are grouped together, the
likelihood of a deviant, delinquent, or criminal response increases. Whether a
youth will cope in a delinquent or a non-delinquent manner depends on the

25

youth’s temperament, intelligence, interpersonal skills, self-efficacy, association
with delinquent peers, and access to conventional social support. Based on
descriptions of lower track locations, students are unlikely to have the resources
and social support necessary to cope appropriately with negative relationships
and interactions, thus, increasing the likelihood of a delinquent response.
Subcultural/Affiliation Theories. Tracking separates students into various
levels of the school’s instructional organizational structure. The number of and
labels for such levels can vary by school; however, where tracking exists, there is
typically one level that prepares students for college; one level that provides a
general educational experience which may or may not claim to prepare students
5
for college; and a vocational level that prepares students for work after high

school.6
Once tracked, there is generally little opportunity for prolonged daily
interaction among students across tracks; thus, students spend much of their
day in the company of other students who have been evaluated as similar in
academic ability. There is also evidence that race and class similarities exist
within track locations (Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Bowles and Gintis, 1976;
Oakes, 1985; Hallinan and Sørensen, 1985). As previously discussed, this
separation or segregation of students into track location structures the learning
opportunities they are likely to have. Additionally, tracking structures with whom
5 Research indicates that the content of the curriculum taught in the general tracks more closely resembles the curriculum
in the vocational tracks rather than the academic/college-prep tracks (Oakes, 1985).
6 There is evidence that the educational experiences gained in general and vocational tracks do not typically translate into
desirable employment and some would argue vocational programs are even harmful, with regards to employment
prospects post-high school, to minority students and students with lower socio-economic status (Brint, 1988; Eckstrom et
al., 1987).
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students will have opportunities to interact and develop friendships (Hallinan and
Sørensen, 1985).
Such segregation constrains the development of primary friendships to
other students in one’s specific track location. Within tracks, the classroom
climate varies (Rosenbaum, 1976; Finley, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Vanfossen et al.,
1987; Hallinan, 1994; Brint, 1998). Students in the higher tracks are likely to
develop friendships with other students who often have similar race and class
backgrounds as well as goals for educational and occupational success. In the
lower tracks, it is likely that students, who may themselves be disgruntled, will
encounter others who are disillusioned and disenchanted with school, disruptive
to others in the classroom, generally resigned to their lot in school life, or,
perhaps, developing other routes to success which have nothing to do with
school success (i.e., involvement in delinquency). Track location provides the
environment in which friends are likely chosen (Hallinan and Sørensen, 1985).
Tracking structures “...opportunities for student interaction, underscores student
similarities, and produces new similarities...” that can be the basis for friendship
(Hallinan and Sørensen, 1985: 485).
How then might these structurally influenced friendships and/or peer
associations lead to involvement in delinquency? The theoretical work of
Sutherland (1947) posits that behavior is learned in intimate (face-to-face)
interaction with others. This process of learning is the same, regardless of
whether the behavior being learned is conforming or deviant, delinquent, and/or
criminal. He proposes that when the “definitions favorable to” law violation an
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individual holds outweigh the “definitions unfavorable to” law violation the
individual will engage in deviant, delinquent, and/or criminal behavior
(Sutherland, 1947). Sutherland states, “Any person inevitably assimilates the
surrounding culture unless other patterns are in conflict...” (Cullen and Agnew,
1999: 83).7 Potentially, tracking could be such a pattern.
Sutherland (1947) also contributes an important dimension, to an
otherwise predominately micro-level theory, when he raises the issue of
differential social organization and explains that “...crime is rooted in social
organization and it is an expression of that social organization” (Cullen and
8
Agnew, 1999: 84). Tracking provides for such a differential social organization.

Differences in delinquency and crime rates for the various tracks may, in fact, be
rooted in the very structural arrangements of tracking itself. Research suggests
schools are contributing to some of the very problems they are trying to solve.
Schafer and Olexa (1971) conclude, “The schools themselves are posing a
barrier to equal educational opportunity for lower-income and minority students,
who are disproportionately assigned to the non-college-prep track” (71). “Tracks
concentrate engaged and disengaged students more than would otherwise be
the case” (Brint, 1998: 232). Disengaged students are surrounded by other
disengaged students. The differential social organization of tracking determines
the patterns of differential association, or the interaction and learning that takes
place, among the classmates in a given track. Such social organization may give
7 Reprinted from Sutherland and Cressey, “A Theory of Differential Association” in Principles of Criminology, 6th edition,
1960.
8 Ibid.
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rise to subcultures unified around their particular location within the larger
structure of the school.
It can be argued that tracks provide a subculture within the larger culture
of the school. As such, there are particular labels that accompany those
students in a given track. Many times, there are also assumptions made about
students who occupy a place in a particular track. Such labeling of track
members, both formally by officials of the schools and informally by other
students, could contribute to a sense of stigma associated with being in a lower
track location. Students in these lower track positions may feel rejected by
teachers, counselors, and peers and as such reject, in turn, the school and all for
which the school stands.
Students who cannot achieve the same status as students in the higher
academic tracks may experience strain. According to Cohen (1955), “status
deprivation” leads to “status frustration.” He concludes that, “...the delinquent
subculture is a “reaction formation” to this frustration” (Akers, 1997: 122). Also,
Toby (1957) maintains students "reject the conventional value system of the
school and are therefore free to become involved with their similarly
unsuccessful friends...in such...pursuits as... delinquency..." (In Kelly and Pink,
1973: 474).
All in all, tracking provides the structure that constrains interaction, thus
clustering opportunities to learn, develop friendships with academically
successful and engaged students, and gain status through conventional means.
Such clustering may be avoided by the development of an alternative structure
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(subculture) where success involves gaining status through deviant, delinquent,
and/or criminal avenues.

Summary of Theoretical Considerations
The previous section has covered the various theoretical perspectives that
inform the discussion of the relationship between tracking and involvement in
delinquency. Each subsection was dedicated to examining the theoretical
linkages between schooling and delinquency. The theories included in the first
subsection described how the structural elements of schooling and the student's
place in that structure can contribute to involvement in delinquency. The second
subsection detailed how the social psychological processes, which are key in
explaining students' relationships to school and to the people with whom they
interact on a daily basis, can lead to delinquency. Finally, the third subsection
identified theories that emphasize the roles structure and agency play in shaping
both one's structural location within the school and the intra- and interpersonal
processes by which the students come to terms with their position and how
delinquency may be a possible outcome. Having laid out the major theoretical
considerations, in the following chapter, I turn to a review of the empirical work
on delinquency as it relates to my research endeavors.
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Chapter III
Empirical Findings
This chapter will be devoted to reviewing the empirical research on
juvenile delinquency. To facilitate this discussion, I have included a conceptual
model (Figure III.1) of the key components shown to be important correlates of
juvenile delinquency. While individual and structural location and family
structures are depicted as causally prior in the conceptual model, they will be
utilized as control variables in my analyses and will be covered at the end of this
review. Schooling and peers have received wide attention with respect to their
relationships to delinquency. Each component of the model will be described in
this review.

Schooling and Delinquency
Schooling is a broad term that encompasses any number of aspects,
whether they are the structures or the processes, of schools that affect the
students who attend them. The focus of this work is on tracking, or the
separation of students into roughly homogeneous groups for the purposes of
instruction.
The empirical literature on tracking and delinquency can be separated into
three major categories. First, I will examine the research that posits a direct
causal link between tracking and delinquency. Next, I will review the research
examining the effect of tracking on delinquency as it is mediated through selfesteem, school commitment, peers, and grades. Finally, I will discuss the

31

research that hypothesizes some form of relationship between tracking and
delinquency, whether direct or indirect, yet finds no support for any relationship.

Direct Effects of Tracking on Juvenile Delinquency
The theory and research examining academic tracking argues that track
location acts like social class, but is decidedly different and perhaps more
important, as a causal agent in the processes that contribute to delinquency. In
fact, this literature often argues that tracking plays a role in the production of
delinquency that is independent of social class (Hargreaves, 1967; Schafer and
Olexa, 1971; Kelly, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1978). Earlier research shows that there
seems to be empirical support for the hypothesis that tracking has an effect on
delinquency independent of social class, as well as other standard controls (sex,
race, father’s occupation, and previous academic achievement of the individual)
(Hargreaves, 1967; Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Kelly, 1974, 1976).
Hargreaves (1967), while studying streaming (Britain's version of
tracking), found a significant effect of streaming on delinquency. He did not
control for social class; therefore, his findings must be included here cautiously.
However, Shafer and Olexa (1971) found that tracking did have an effect on
delinquency independent of social class. Subsequently, in an attempt to test the
tracking hypothesis, Kelly (1974) gathered self-reported data from boys and girls
in two Midwestern high schools. He concluded that tracking not only had an
effect on delinquency independently of sex and social class, but that it was the
strongest predictor of self-reported delinquent involvement. Kelly, and others,
are careful to point out that these findings do not render social class, sex, and
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other social distinctions irrelevant because these very social distinctions are
"systematically used as a basis for assignment to tracks" (Kelly, 1974: 384).

9

All of Kelly’s work utilized in this review finds a significant negative effect
of tracking on involvement in various kinds of delinquency. Specifically, he
reports that youth in the lower tracks are more likely to be involved in
delinquency. In each case, he finds that this relationship does not seem to be
mediated by self-concept, school commitment, or (with a few exceptions
discussed later in this review) peer affiliation. He finds that the relationship
between tracking and delinquency exists even when controlling for class, sex,
and/or race (Kelly, 1974, 1976, 1978). Schafer and Olexa (1971) also find a
strong, association between tracking and delinquency controlling for sex, father’s
occupation, I.Q., and previous academic achievement.

Indirect Effects of Tracking on Juvenile Delinquency
There are several variables that are repeatedly found in the literature on
delinquency which are thought to mediate the relationship of tracking on
delinquency. This section will address the concepts of self-esteem or selfconcept, school commitment, grades, and peer subcultures as they potentially
affect the relationship between tracking and delinquency.
Self-esteem. There is substantial research on self-esteem and
delinquency; however, there is considerably less research that focuses on the
role of self-esteem or self-concept as mediating the causal processes between
tracking and delinquency. In theory, being assigned to a lower track position will
9 Italics are his emphasis.
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lead to a decrease in one’s level of self-esteem. Such an erosion of one’s selfesteem may in turn lead to involvement in delinquency. However, early research
hypothesizing such a relationship did not bear out such a theory. Kelly (1975,
1976) argues that the potential role of on self-concept as an intervening variable
does not hold up under empirical scrutiny. He points out that low track
placement may lower self-esteem working through the lowered expectations of
others (i.e., teachers and peers) and through stigmatization from labeling;
however, the hypothesis that this leads to delinquency is not supported (Kelly,
1975, 1976).
Wiatrowski et al. (1982) also examined the effect of tracking on
delinquency via several variables, among them self-esteem. The path analysis
shows that for their status attainment model, tracking (curriculum placement for
eleventh grade) had no effect on the self-esteem of students by the time they
were in the twelfth grade. They also found that self-esteem as a sophomore had
no effect on curriculum placement for eleventh grade. They did find that
delinquent involvement during tenth grade had a small, but positive direct effect
on later self-esteem (during their senior year), specifically as delinquent
involvement increased, their self-esteem also increased. Such a finding may be
of more use in supporting a subcultural argument that will be detailed below.
Findings for the test of their delinquency model revealed self-esteem while
a senior had no effect on the student’s involvement in delinquency while a
senior. There was also no effect of self-esteem as a senior on the frequency or
seriousness of their delinquency at one year out of high school. When the
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control for prior delinquent involvement as a sophomore was removed and the
analysis was re-run, they still found no effect of current self-esteem on
delinquent involvement for the senior year or for one year out of high school
(Wiatrowski et al., 1982).
Interestingly, they did find a small, but significant, negative total effect of
self-esteem in tenth grade on the frequency of delinquent involvement at one
year out of high school. When they deleted the control for prior delinquency in
the tenth grade, they found a small, but significant, negative total effect of selfesteem on delinquent involvement as a senior as well as on frequency of
delinquent involvement at one year out of high school (Wiatrowski et al., 1982).
In an analysis of sociability, school, and delinquency, Lotz and Lee (1999)
found that one’s negative self-image was correlated with each of their measures
of delinquency. Additionally, they found that for whites, having a negative selfimage was a significant predictor of property and violent crime as well as for
vandalism. Specifically, as a student’s negative self-image increased so did their
involvement in property crime, violent offenses, and vandalism. Interestingly,
they also found that as positive self-image increased for whites so did their
involvement in vandalism. For blacks, Lotz and Lee (1999) found no effect of
negative self-image on any of their delinquency variables. However, they did find
that as positive self-image grew, involvement in violent offenses and vandalism
decreased. They conclude, despite significant results, that, ” parents’ education,
negative self-image, positive self-image, track position, and self-rated
intelligence or school ability prove to be of little use in predicting the various
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forms of delinquency” (Lotz and Lee, 1999: 215). Overall, the effects of tracking
on delinquency via self-esteem, alternatively self-concept or self-image, appear
to be inconsistent.
School Commitment and Grades. School commitment is also potentially
important as a mediating variable in the tracking-delinquency relationship.
Theoretically, this causal link comes from social control theories. Specifically,
students who are less committed to school are more likely to be involved in
delinquency because they have less to lose than if school were very important to
them. For the most part, tracking is thought to affect one’s level of commitment
to school which in turn affects involvement in delinquency. There are however,
other variables that may affect one’s commitment to school (and may even be
included in more complex indices of commitment). In particular, grades or
academic achievement, appears to mediate the relationship between tracking
and delinquency (Kelly, 1976). Some research maintains that grades are as
good a measure of the behavior and attitudes of students as the more
sophisticated indices of commitment (Kelly, 1976: 386). Both commitment and
grades as potential intervening variables will be discussed in terms of the
literature on tracking and delinquency.
School Commitment. Kelly and Pink (1973) examined the role school
commitment plays in youth rebellion and delinquency. They measured school
commitment with four items: academic success (maintaining a C or above),
college plans, membership in clubs, school organizations, and athletics, and
adequate time spent on homework (three or more hours per week). They found
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that as commitment decreased, the seniors in their sample were more likely to
exhibit much higher rates of rebellion and delinquency.
In later work, using single-item indicators, Kelly (1976) hypothesized that
low levels of school commitment, as measured by such items as cumulative
GPA, college plans, involvement in extracurricular activities, future job
aspirations, and school affect, will mediate the effect of tracking on various
dimensions of misconduct and deviance. He acknowledges that tracking had an
effect on delinquency and that the effect of tracking on deviance is partially
mediated by grades and college plans; however, generally, he concludes that his
hypothesis that the indicators of school commitment mediate the trackingdelinquency relationship is largely not supported.
More recently, Jenkins (1995) examined the relationship of school
commitment on school crime, school misconduct, and school non-attendance.
She found those in low ability math groups had lower levels of school
commitment and higher levels of involvement in school crime. Jenkins measure
of school crime included the use, possession, or distribution of drugs or alcohol,
weapons possession, and assaults on teachers, other students and other school
personnel. She found the same effect of tracking on school misconduct which
included use of abusive language, vandalism or destruction of school property,
cutting detention, cheating, and throwing objects in the classroom. Lastly,
school commitment mediated the effect of tracking on school non-attendance,
measured by cutting class, skipping school and leaving school grounds without
permission.
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Grades. Kelly (1976) utilized overall grade point average, among other
variables, as a proxy for school commitment. While he concluded that
commitment does not mediate the relationship between tracking and deviance in
his research, he did point out that GPA does seem to mediate some of the effect
of tracking on certain measures of delinquency. Specifically, he states that
grades do seem to mediate the effect of tracking on whether a student has been
placed on school probation. He also notes that when grades are introduced to
the model, they seem to act as a suppressor variable for the relationship
between tracking and juvenile court contact (the zero-order correlation increases
from -.26 to -.46 in the first-order partials).
In another study, Kelly (1978) examines peer affiliation as an intervening
variable; however, using new data, he retests his previous hypothesis that school
commitment, as measured by grades and school affect, mediates the
relationship between tracking and delinquency. His findings are consistent with
his previous work that finds that grades and school affect do not appear to be
important intervening variables for the tracking-delinquency relationship.
Some of the studies reviewed here do show that grades have a direct
effect on delinquency rather than an indirect effect through school attachment or
commitment (Lotz and Lee, 1999). Wiatrowski et al. (1982) also found that
grades during the respondent’s senior year had both total and direct effects on
delinquency during the respondent’s senior year and for frequency of delinquent
involvement one year out of high school. Grades as a sophomore also had an
effect (total only) on delinquency during one’s senior year as well as frequency of
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delinquency and seriousness of delinquency during the senior year and one year
out of high school.
Peers. Other related areas of potential importance in unraveling the
relationship between track position and delinquency are peer subcultures or peer
affiliation (Hargreaves, 1967; Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Kelly, 1978). In general,
it is argued that tracking leads to a concentration of students in the lower tracks
who perform poorly, are alienated from school, and may suffer from stigma
associated with being in the lower track. In other words, tracking structures with
who students may interact, thus potentially forming cliques or subcultures. Such
subcultures may provide a haven from the larger school culture, a culture in
which they have had negative experiences with teachers, counselors, and other
schoolmates. As previously argued, these subcultures may provide
opportunities to become involved in delinquency (Cohen, 1955; Cloward and
Ohlin, 1960; Stinchcombe, 1964).
In an effort to examine the role of peer affiliation in the relationship
between tracking and delinquency, Kelly (1978) utilized data gathered from
surveys administered to high school students in early 1976. The surveys
included measures of tracking, school misconduct and youth deviance, academic
self-esteem, school commitment, and peer pressure and affiliation as well as
standard demographic and family variables. Kelly (1978) found that, with the
exceptions of smoking cigarettes, drinking, and smoking marijuana, peer
pressure and affiliation variables played only a minor role in explicating the
relationship between tracking and delinquency.
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No Effect of Tracking on Juvenile Delinquency
Wiatrowski et al., (1982), using a status attainment model, also examined
the links among tracking, self esteem, and delinquency. Specifically, they tested
whether being placed in a lower academic track causes a reduction in selfesteem, which in turn, leads to involvement in delinquency and other individual
outcomes. Using a national, longitudinal data source, the Youth in Transition
data (1966), Wiatrowski et al. (1982) analyzed a sample of 1600 high school
boys. They employed various measures in their model of individual and family
background, individual's prior delinquency, self-esteem (at two different
intervals), and curriculum placement to determine the influences they had on
individual outcomes such as standardized test scores, college plans,
occupational aspirations, and delinquency. They found no total or direct effects
of tracking on involvement in delinquency.

10

They argue their findings may

indicate that by the time students reach twelfth grade and beyond, they may
have come to accept their lot in school life, namely their track location.11
Lotz and Lee (1999) focus on testing an expanded version of the routine
activities approach by examining the extent to which sociability and school
experience contribute to the explanation of juvenile delinquency. They argue
that delinquency can best be explained by hedonism. Specifically, delinquency
occurs when youth “hang out” with friends, delinquent or not, in unstructured
activities (Osgood et al., 1996). Using data from the Monitoring the Future study,
10 Models were run including and excluding prior delinquent involvement and still no effect was found.
11 They cited that 87% of the sample reported being satisfied with their curriculum placement by the end of eleventh
grade.
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Lotz and Lee (1999) tested competing theories by contrasting routine activities
with labeling and control theories. Of the variables included in their models,
tracking is included in the model testing labeling theory and as a control variable,
representing labeling theory in the final comprehensive regression model. They
find that tracking is statistically related to all but one of the delinquency variables,
vandalism. They also find that tracking is statistically related to property crimes,
truancy, drinking and smoking. Yet they maintain that the coefficients are small
and there is very little variance explained by the tracking variable; therefore, they
conclude, as do Wiatrowski et al., that tracking does not have a meaningful
effect on delinquency. In fact, based on their regression results, they conclude
that, “...parents’ education, negative self-image, positive self-image, track
position, and self-rated intelligence or school ability prove to be of little use in
predicting various forms of delinquency” (Lotz and Lee, 1999: 215).

Summary of the Tracking-Delinquency Literature
In reviewing approximately thirty years of research regarding tracking and
delinquency, there is no clear picture of the relationship between these two
variables, direct or otherwise. The literature that maintains there is a direct
relationship is dated, based on much simpler analyses, and used small, mainly,
regional samples. The research that asserts an indirect effect of tracking on
delinquency through attachment, commitment, or grades reveals inconsistent
results. One of the studies finding no effect of tracking on delinquency utilizes a
powerful database; however, it too is dated and limited by the measures of
delinquency. They also had a problem of attrition. The attrition rate of blacks
41

from the original wave rendered the data racially non-representative. Thus, they
excluded race from their analysis, a characteristic that has been shown in the
sociology of education literature to play a non-trivial role in track placement.
Overall, there are many pitfalls in social science research. I hope to overcome
many of these problems in this research.

Critique of the Tracking-Delinquency Literature
Problems with the Measurement of Track Location. Wiatrowski et al.
(1982) found no direct or total effect of tracking on involvement in delinquency;
however, their measure of track location came only from wave II data meaning
students included in the sample were reporting their track location at the end of
eleventh grade. This measure is problematic because most tracking takes place
much earlier, typically at the end of eighth grade, thus placing it in time prior to
their measure of involvement in delinquency in the tenth grade. According to
their own speculation, by the end of eleventh grade, students may have become
resigned to their academic place in the school, thus rendering track location
relatively unimportant. Wiatrowski et al. (1982) argue that their measure of track
location is adequate because track location is rather constant and that track
location at the end of eleventh should not be significantly different from track
location in the tenth grade (the same year as their prior delinquency measure). I
argue, however, that curriculum placement prior to their first measurement of
delinquency in the tenth grade is crucial for time order and, therefore, causality.
Polk (1983), in a critique of Wiatrowski et al., points out that, "... it is the
most immediate school experiences that are important to understanding
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delinquency" (282). I would argue that initial track placement, rather than
position at the end of eleventh grade, may have a greater impact on students,
their self-concept, associations and ultimately their behavior due to the newness
of their place in the school's system of stratification. This induction into the
stratification system of the school may, in turn, be affecting their involvement in
delinquency in tenth grade (the year they used to measure prior delinquency)
which, according to Wiatrowski et al. (1982), happens to be the most significant
predictor of delinquency at the end of twelfth grade and one year out of high
school.
Lotz’s and Lee’s (1999) measure of tracking is limited as well. They
operationalize the variable as being in the college-prep track vs. being in all other
tracks, which in itself is not restrictive; however, they only include the measure as
an independent variable in their model testing labeling theory and only as a
control, via its role in labeling, in the final regression model. It is troubling that
tracking was not included in the analysis of control theory, although grades were
held as key to this theory, since tracking has been shown to be related to grades
and grades are related to delinquency (Stinchcombe, 1964; Hirschi, 1969;
Schafer and Olexa, 1971; Polk and Schafer, 1972; Kelly, 1976, 1978; Phillips
and Kelly, 1979; Figueira-McDonough, 1983; Lawrence, 1985; Tygart, 1988;
Febbo-Hunt, 1992).
More critically, however, tracking was not integral to their measures of
school experience, although grades were, thus representing a narrow definition
of the importance of tracking in influencing grades and providing a potentially

43

negative experience for those unfortunate enough to find themselves in a lower
track position (Rosenbaum, 1976; Finley, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Vanfossen, et al.,
1987; Hallinan, 1994; Brint, 1998). Alternatively, tracking could have been
included in their assessment of sociability since tracking can clearly structure
with whom youth have the opportunity to interact (Sutherland and Cressey, 1960;
Rosenbaum, 1976; Finley, 1984; Hallinan and Sørensen, 1985; Oakes, 1985;
Vanfossen et al., 1987; Hallinan, 1994; Brint, 1998).
Methodological Issues. Keeping in mind that the literature included in this
review spans approximately thirty years, I will address the limitations of these
works with respect to sample size, sample composition in terms of race and sex,
type of data used, analysis techniques employed, and the measurement of
delinquency.
All of Kelly’s work (1974, 1976, 1978) had sample sizes of less than 200
with the exception of work on tracking, school commitment and delinquency
(1976). Such small sample sizes, by today’s standards, could pose a problem if
the sample is divided into many subgroups. Kelly engaged in primary data
collection utilizing surveys that were administered to students attending school
on a given day, a potential bias problem if those not attending are significantly
different on some important factor than those who completed the survey. It is
encouraging to see that the response rates appear to be fairly high when
compared to the possible number of students who could have been surveyed
(173 out of a possible population of180 for his 1974 research and 478 out of 496
for his 1976 work).
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Jenkins (1995) had 754 respondents. This sample size represents an
83% response rate which is generally considered to be very good for selfadministered, anonymous questionnaires and probably adequate for a regional
study with the average subgroup analyses (Dillman, in Rossi, Wright, and
Anderson, 1983; Sudman, in Rossi, Wright, and Anderson, 1983; Babbie, 1998).
Sample composition is another area that may cause problems for this
literature on tracking and delinquency. By and large, most of the studies
included both girls and boys as well as blacks and whites; however, Kelly (1974)
did not include race due to the fact that there was only one black respondent in
the population. Similarly, Wiatrowski et al. (1982) did not include race due to the
small numbers of black respondents still in the study by the time they were one
year out of high school. Wiatrowski et al. (1982) also sampled only boys. This
could have influenced the lack of findings for tracking and delinquency; however,
it is unclear, due to lack of research on whether sex holds as significant a place
in a tracking model as race and socioeconomic status seem to hold. Tygart
(1998), utilizing schools as the unit of analysis, does not appear to have taken
racial composition of the schools into account. If he did, there is no indication in
the article.
As for analysis techniques, much of the early literature, again mainly due
to the years in which they were carried out, used predominantly percentage
differences, and zero-order correlational analyses with controls (Schafer and
Olexa, 1971; Kelly, 1974, 1976, 1978). This analysis issue, in combination with
the issues of sample size, could be distorting the findings of this earlier work.
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Lastly, the types of data available for analysis and the measurement of
delinquency are other areas that potentially pose problems for the literature
reviewed here. All but one of the analyses used cross-sectional data.
Wiatrowski et al. (1982) utilize the Youth in Transition data from 1966, a
longitudinal, panel study. Such data should provide a clearer picture of both
causality and changes in individual behavior over time. The measures used to
represent delinquency vary from fairly insignificant behaviors such as cutting
class to very serious measures of assault with a deadly weapon. Such variation
in the measurement of the dependent variable in each of these studies may
explain the inconsistent findings in this area of the literature. All in all, no
research program is perfect; however, I hope to avoid many of the shortcomings
I have discussed here in my own research.

Peers and Delinquency
The relationship between peers and delinquency has been a longstanding focus in the literature on delinquency. In fact, there has been so much
research done in this area that there is general agreement that peers and
delinquency are related. What remains to be consistently established, and a
point of contention among theorists and researchers in the area of juvenile
delinquency, are the mechanisms at play in the peers-delinquency relationship.
The following review will cover some of the more recent findings regarding the
relationship between peers and delinquency.
Specifically, I will focus on the causal processes involved in the
relationship between peers and delinquency. The first position posits that
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exposure to delinquent peers affects behavior by transmitting attitudes favorable
to delinquent behavior (Warr and Stafford, 1991). The second gives causal
priority to delinquent behavior. In other words, those who engage in delinquent
behavior are more likely to select friends who are also delinquent (Matsueda and
Anderson, 1998). Finally, there are those who argue that exposure to delinquent
peers leads to an increase in involvement in delinquency; however, over time,
the increase in delinquent behavior increases the number of delinquent
associations youth have and ultimately solidifies delinquent beliefs (Thornberry
et al., 1994).
Exposure to Delinquent Peer Affects Delinquent Behavior. Warr and
Stafford (1991) attempt to specify the causal mechanisms at play between peers
and delinquency. Specifically, they are interested in determining the roles peers’
attitudes and behaviors play in the generation of the adolescent’s own delinquent
behavior. Using the National Youth Survey, Warr and Stafford (1991) analyze
the relative importance of peer attitudes and behaviors. They find that while both
are significant predictors of delinquent behavior, peers behavior or, as they
phrase it, “what peers do,” is clearly dominant. They report that the effect of
friends’ delinquent behavior is anywhere from “... 2.5 to 5.0 times greater” (Warr
and Stafford, 1991: 854).
Warr and Stafford (1991) continue their investigation to elaborate how
their delinquent peer attitudes and behavior of friends influence cheating,
larceny, and marijuana use. For each model, they find an indirect effect of
peers’ attitudes on delinquency through the adolescent’s own attitudes. There is
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also an indirect effect of friends’ behavior, again through the adolescent’s own
attitudes, as well as a direct effect of peers’ behavior on respondents’ behavior.
They also find a small, direct effect of peer behavior on respondents’ behavior
for marijuana use. They conclude that, consistent with Sutherland’s theory,
transference of delinquent attitudes does play a role in delinquency. 12
Warr and Stafford (1991) also address the issue of what happens when
peer attitudes and behaviors are not congruent. They find that when peers
“practice what they preach,” so to speak, there is an effect over and above the
main effects for all three measures of delinquency. For incongruence, or the
disjunction of behaviors and attitudes, they find that, “...actions...speak louder
than...attitudes” (Warr and Stafford, 1991: 862).
Delinquent Behavior and Selection of Peers. Matsueda and Anderson
(1998), test the hypotheses that delinquency is caused by association with
delinquent peers and that the development of friendships with delinquent peers
comes about through prior involvement in delinquency. Such a hypothesis
places a youth’s delinquent behavior as causally prior to any associations made
with delinquent peers. This position is consistent with selection arguments
meaning that delinquents find other delinquents with whom to become friends, in
other words, “birds of a feather flock together” (Glueck and Glueck, 1950).
To test these hypotheses, Matsueda and Anderson (1998) use covariance
structure modeling to analyze data from the National Youth Survey. They found
that the effect of involvement in delinquency on delinquent peers is much
12 Time-lagged models were also run and yielded similar findings to the cross-sectional models.

48

stronger than the effect of delinquent peers on involvement in delinquency. In
contrast, they found that the effect of delinquent peers on involvement in
delinquency was still present, although not as strong as previous research has
indicated.
They conclude that 1) the relationship between delinquent peers and
involvement in delinquency is reciprocal; 2) that involvement in delinquency has
a larger effect on delinquent associations than the reverse; 3) that the effect of
delinquent peer associations on involvement in delinquency has been
exaggerated in past research; and 4) their findings provide better support of
Thornberry’s interactional theory.
The Reciprocal Effects of Peer Associations and Delinquent Behavior.
Thornberry et al. (1994) test three competing perspectives on the production of
delinquency. The first perspective is based on differential association and
asserts that peer associations are causally prior to delinquent behavior. The
second perspective is based on control theory and argues that delinquent
behavior precedes delinquent peer associations in time. The third perspective is
based on Thornberry’s interactional perspective which combines the two
previous perspectives and asserts that there is a reciprocal relationship between
association with delinquent peers and involvement in delinquency. Specifically,
interactional theory posits that a weakened social bond (control theory) to
conventional society produces delinquency; however, in order to sustain
delinquent behavior over time, an environment that fosters delinquent behavior
must be present. This is where delinquent peer associations come into play. If
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delinquent behavior is rewarded by delinquent peers, the behavior will likely be
repeated, thus increasing involvement in delinquency and ultimately reinforcing
delinquent beliefs as well.
Analyzing data from the Rochester Youth Development Study, Thornberry
et al, (1994) estimate a time-lagged model of delinquent beliefs, delinquent
behavior, delinquent peers, and peer reactions. They found that, “...associating
with delinquent peers leads to increases in delinquency via the reinforcing
environment provided by the peer network...” which over time leads to additional
associations with delinquent peers (Thornberry et al., 1994: 74). They also
found that as delinquent beliefs increased so did association with delinquent
peers as well as involvement in delinquency and, “...in turn these variables tend
to consolidate further a delinquent belief structure” (Thornberry et al., 1994: 74).

Summary of the Peer-Delinquency Literature
The current literature examining the effect of delinquent peers a debate
over the relative importance of 1) the exposure to delinquent peers as typically
measured by the number of delinquent friends the youth has; 2) the acquisition
of delinquent attitudes or beliefs and the dimensions of interaction that facilitate
such transference (differential association); 3) the level of attachment youth have
to their delinquent peers (control theories); or 4) the processes by which youth
learn to engage in delinquent behavior (social learning theory). Overall, despite
considerable research in the area of peers and delinquency, no clear-cut picture
emerges as to which theoretical perspective best captures the relationship
among delinquent peers, delinquent beliefs, delinquent attachments, and
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delinquent behavior. While there is agreement that peers and delinquent
behavior are related, the causal mechanisms at play in the peers-delinquency
relationship remain unclear. Of the work reviewed here, each finds support for
their hypotheses leaving the question, which is the most accurate reflection of
the relationship among these variables?

Critique of the Peer-Delinquency Literature
Agnew (1991) critiques the state of the peer-delinquency literature as,
“...rather simplistic” (47). He elaborates by pointing out that the bulk of the
research on peers and delinquency is lacking because most research measures
peer influence as the number of delinquent friends the youth has. He states that
there are dimensions of peer interactions that have been explored; however, the
possible interactions among such dimensions have yet to be thoroughly
examined. He calls for complex analyses that can examine the conditional
effects of delinquent peers on delinquency.
In his own research, however, he finds that peer delinquency, measured
by the number of friends who have committed either minor or serious
delinquency, is best at predicting involvement in delinquency. Overall, he finds
that for the models which include the interaction terms, the addition of the
multiplicative variables which account for friends who have committed serious
offenses significantly increases the explanatory power of the model; however,
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the terms measuring friends’ minor delinquency by each peer dimension do
not.

13

Another critique, or perhaps challenge, brought by Matsueda and
Anderson (1998) calls for models which take into account the dynamics of peer
group formation. This call is answered by the work of Haynie (2001). She
examines friendship networks with regard to their effect on delinquent behavior.
She finds that while friends’ delinquency is related to the adolescent’s own
delinquency, structural aspects of friendship networks such as density, centrality,
and popularity moderate the effect of peer influence on delinquency.
The Controls: Individual and Structural Location, Family Structure, and
Prior Delinquency
Race. Race is an important consideration when studying delinquency and
racial differences in the commission of delinquent acts is a subject of much
debate. Up until about 1980, most research indicated that race was directly
related to delinquency (as based on official data); however, recent findings from
self-report data began to change the certainty of this relationship (Akers et al.,
1980). Many researchers report no significant differences between whites and
blacks (see for example, Huizinga and Elliott, 1987). Other research based on
self-reported data indicates that there are racial differences for high frequency
and serious offenses, but not for low frequency and less serious offenses (Elliott
and Ageton, 1980). Earlier research attempting to uncover the relationship
between race and delinquency in self-reported data and official statistics has
13 For the model pertaining to serious delinquency, the interaction term for friends minor delinquency by attachment is
significant; however, the coefficient is very small (.06, p<.01).

52

been criticized for using poor measures of delinquency. This same research has
also been criticized for combining all youth who have committed three or more
offenses into one category, thus losing the variation between those committing
three offenses and those committing the highest number of offenses reported in
the study (Elliott and Ageton, 1980).
Social Class. The relationship between social class and delinquency is
yet another controversial topic in the delinquency literature. Traditionally, social
class is considered to have an inverse relationship to delinquency: lower class
youth tend to be more involved in delinquency than those of higher social
classes. Official statistics consistently show that those in the lower classes are
disproportionately represented in delinquent behavior. However, studies based
on self-report data contradict this finding. Stinchcombe's Rebellion in a High
School (1964), research based on self-reported data on delinquency behavior,
indicated that middle class boys were more likely than lower class boys to
engage in rebellious behavior. In Delinquency and Dropout, Elliott and Voss
(1974) found that although social class is related to dropping out, social class is
not related to delinquency. They note that "...the conditions most conducive to
delinquency are either unrelated or weakly related to class. We would, therefore,
not expect a class differential in delinquent behavior." (Elliott and Voss, 1974:
205) Similarly, Akers et al. (1980) found no relationship between social class
and involvement in delinquency.
On the other hand, Elliott and Ageton (1980), in an attempt to reconcile
the differences between self-reported and official data, found there are social

53

class differences in involvement in delinquency. They found youths from lower
class backgrounds are more likely than any other youths to be involved in
"predatory crimes against persons.” Elliott and Huizinga (1983) found class
differences for serious offenses. When looking at boys, they also found class
differences in the incidence of non-serious offenses and global delinquency [a
mixture of non-serious and serious offenses in one scale] (Elliott and Huizinga,
1983).
Much research has been done to explore the relationship between social
class and delinquency. The findings over the years have not provided a
conclusive picture of the relationship between these two concepts and the effect
of SES on delinquency is inconclusive to date (Tittle and Meier, 1990). It has
been suggested that class is simply not salient for youth (as a critique of strain
theories) and therefore does not produce a consistent association with
delinquency. All in all, there is still disagreement as to the role social class plays
in explaining involvement in delinquency.
Sex. Historically, female involvement in delinquency has been overlooked
as trivial; however, this inattention has begun to be addressed in recent years
(Ageton, 1983; Shoemaker, 1990; Berger, 1991). Research indicates that girls
commit different types of offenses than do boys. For instance, girls are more
likely than boys to runaway or commit larceny-theft (mainly shoplifting)
(Hindelang et al., 1981; Short, 1990). Like class, sex raises the issue of
differences between official and self-reported delinquent behavior (Short, 1990).
There is evidence that sex ratios are lower for self-reported data than for official
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data indicating that girls and boys are not as different as the official data might
lead one to believe (Short, 1990). Hindelang et al. (1981) found, in their analysis
of self-report studies, support for the differences indicated by the official reports,
especially as the seriousness increased.
Age. Much of the research on the age distribution of delinquency and
crime depicts a rapid and dramatic increase in involvement from virtually no
involvement for pre-adolescents to a sharp peak in the mid-teen years
(depending on the type of offense) to a tapering off in the late-teen years. This
pattern seems to hold for most people. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) maintain,
“...that this age effect is everywhere and at all times the same” (124). They also
maintain that there are no current sociological theories which can account for this
distribution.
Warr (1993) calls into question this claim of invariance by Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990). He maintains that it is premature to discount sociological theories
and he sets out to examine whether differential association can account for the
age distribution of delinquency and crime. Using the National Youth Survey,
Warr (1993) shows that for most of the offenses included in his analyses,
exposure to delinquent peers increases dramatically as youth reach their mid
teens and begins to decrease at the end of the teen years and the beginning of
their twenties. The next segment of analysis shows a similar pattern for time
spent with peers, the importance of friends, and loyalty to friends. Specifically,
as youth reach their mid-teens, they spend more time with peers, their peers are
more important to them, and they exhibit greater loyalty to them. Again, this
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pattern approximates the age distribution of delinquency and crime in that time,
importance, and loyalty begin to decrease as youth reach the end of their
adolescent years (Warr, 1993).
Using regression analyses, Warr (1993) examines the age effect on six of
his original eight offenses. His analyses include alcohol use, marijuana use,
theft of less than five dollars, burglary, cheating, and theft of more than fifty
dollars. In model 1, he regresses delinquency on age, controlling for the waves
of the survey. This provides a baseline model of the effect of age on each of the
offenses. In model 2, he adds the number of delinquent peers the youth reports
having. This addition weakens or eliminates most of the effects of age on
delinquency. Warr (1993) concludes that there is good cause to question the
invariance Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) proclaim as it is possible that the
relationship between age and crime is spurious. He also urges researchers to
continue to examine the utility of sociological theories, in particular differential
association, when examining the relationship of age and delinquency.
Family Structure. The relationship between family structure and
delinquency has been widely examined. Typically, structure is measured by
whether there are two parents in the household or not and is often used to stand
as a proxy for the level of parental supervision in the home as well as other kinds
of family quality measures. The results of such studies vary depending on
whether the delinquency is self-reported or official (Johnson, 1986). Johnson
(1986) finds that the structure-delinquency relationship also differs by gender.
Specifically, for boys, having a stepfather in the home increases the likelihood of
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self-reported delinquent behavior. However, for girls living in a female-headed
household, the likelihood of being involved in official forms of delinquency such
as being suspended from school, being picked up by police, and appearing in
juvenile court actually increases (Johnson, 1986). Other studies find there are
differences by race in how the family structure variable works (Matsueda and
Heimer, 1987). Matsueda and Heimer (1987) found that while the processes by
which “broken homes” affect delinquency - namely through reducing parental
supervision - is very similar, the effect of non-intact families has a much stronger
effect on black youth as compared to non-black adolescents. Still, other studies
find support for a bivariate relationship between family structure and various
forms of delinquency; however, they find no effect in multivariate analyses
(VanVoorhis et al., 1988; Broidy, 1995). The overall findings of the family
structure literature are, at best, inconsistent.
Prior Delinquency. Common sense tells us, and empirical findings
support the importance of, including measures of prior behavior in any models
predicting current behavior. Delinquency is no different. Prior delinquent
behavior is a significant predictor, if not the most significant predictor of current
involvement in delinquency.

Operational Model and Hypotheses
Research is often limited by the data used for analyses and my work is no
exception. At the beginning of Chapter III, I proposed a conceptual model of the
relevant factors relating to juvenile delinquency taking great care to speak to the
many theories and causal mechanisms that may contribute to involvement in
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delinquency; however, I am not able, with these data, to fully test the conceptual
model derived from the literature. It is for this reason I hypothesize a direct
effect of tracking on delinquency. Missing from these analyses are variables
measuring standardized test scores, teacher recommendations and current
grades, which influence track placement. Also lacking are measures of school
commitment, self-esteem, and current peer exposure, all of which may be
influencing grades as well as delinquency.

At this point, I propose a model I will

be able to test given the measures available to me in the data (see Chapter IV).
Figure III.2 illustrates the relationships among schooling, peers, and delinquency.
Specifically, I propose that schooling, as measured by track location and grades
will affect involvement in delinquency. Exposure to delinquent peers is also
thought to be important in this work. Figure III.2 also indicates that each of these
relationships will be examined controlling for individual and structural location
variables, family structure, and prior delinquency.
Hypotheses: Given these limitations, the remainder of this work will be
dedicated to testing the following hypotheses, assessing the veracity of such
statements, and drawing conclusions based on analytic findings. My hypotheses
are as follows:
Schooling
1) There will be a direct, effect of track location on involvement in juvenile
delinquency. Specifically, students who are located in lower curriculum
tracks will be more likely to engage in.
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2) There will be an indirect effect of track location, via grades, on
involvement in juvenile delinquency such that students in lower tracks will
have lower grades, which, in turn, will produce higher involvement in
delinquency.
3) Students earning lower grades in school will be more likely to be involved
in delinquent activity.
Peers
4) As exposure to delinquent peers increases, involvement in delinquency
will also increase.
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Figure III.1: Conceptual Model of Juvenile Delinquency
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Figure III.2: Operational Model of Juvenile Delinquency with Control
Variables

Chapter IV
Data and Methods
Data Source
I will carry out secondary data analysis on the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97). The NLSY97 is a national probability sample
of households in the United States. These longitudinal data are intended to be
representative of persons born in the U.S. from 1980 to 1984. The purpose of
these data is to chronicle the passage of these youth from school to work. It is
the first wave of a new cohort in a larger, ongoing effort by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics to "...gather information at multiple points in time on the labor market
experiences..." of various groups in the U.S. (NLS Handbook, 2000: 1). There
are five types of survey instruments employed for these data. They are 1) the
screener, householder, and non-resident roster questionnaire; 2) the youth
14
questionnaire; 3) the parent questionnaire; 4) the school survey ; and 5) the

CAT_ASVAB (computer adaptive version of the Armed Services Vocational
Aptitude Battery including the Interest Finder (NLS Handbook, 1999)). This
research will be relying solely on the youth and parent questionnaires.
The NLYS97 sample consists of 8,984 youth obtained by drawing two
samples. 15 The initial sample was taken of youth born between 1980 and 1984.
The second over-sampled for Black and Latino youth in the same age cohort.
14 Due to issues of confidentiality, there is limited availability to the school survey. Contact the BLS for more information
(NLSY97 User’s Guide, 2000).
15 A sample size of 9,022 was reported for earlier rounds of data collection; however, this size was based on preliminary
numbers. As of the third round of data collection (1999), there were 775 non-interviews, leaving the working sample size at
8209. This number is based on initial frequencies compiled in the early stages of this research.
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To obtain the total sample size, 75,291 households in 147 primary sampling
units were screened to determine the eligibility of each household. The sample
design of the NLSY97 selected all eligible youth in the household for interview,
thus allowing for multiple respondents within each household. In an effort to
collect the most accurate and complete data, interviewers used a computerassisted personal interview (CAPI) system.
The NLSY97 data is released in three content forms. The first is the
NLSY97 Main File which contains the data for each youth respondent generated
from the Youth Questionnaire as well as Round 1 data from the Screener,
Household Roster, and Non-Resident Roster Questionnaire; the Parent
Questionnaire; and the round 2 Household Income Update. The second form is
the NLSY97 Event History File that includes all variables from the main file as
well as event history variables (NLSY97 User’s Guide, 2000), regarding the
youth’s education, employment, marriages, and participation in public assistance
programs. The third form available is the NLSY97 Geocode File which provides,
in addition to the main files, data on the, “...geographic area of the youth’s
current residence and select environmental variables...” (NLSY97 User’s Guide,
2000: 12). The geocode data, like the school survey data, are restricted.
The NLSY97 main file data include information on 1) employment;
2) schooling; 3) training; 4) income, assets, and program participation; 5) family
history; 6) family background; 7) expectations; and 8) attitudes, behaviors,
health, and time use. This research will focus on behaviors (specifically
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delinquent behavior), schooling, attitudes, individual characteristics and family
background.

Measurement of Variables
While this research will try to include all pertinent factors, it, like other
research will be limited by the data used. These data provide good measures of
school environments, specifically tracking, and academic performance as well
as family background. There are also good measures of peer associations in
Round 1 of these data. All of these variables have been linked to youth
involvement in delinquency for which there are adequate measures as well.

Sample Selection
As discussed earlier in this chapter, the sample size varies from round to
round due to attrition from the panel study; however, the attrition rate is not the
only source of reduction. Figure IV.1 details the sample reduction from the
original sample to the sample analyzed for this research. Explicit decisions were
made as to who should be included in this sample. I selected for juveniles
(those respondents under the age of 18) who were currently enrolled in school.
Such selection reduced the sample size from N= 8984 to N= 4711 respondents.
One of the key independent variables in this research is tracking or curriculum
placement. This question was only asked of respondents who were in the ninth
through twelfth grades; therefore, any respondents who were enrolled in a grade
lower than ninth or greater than twelfth were deleted from the analysis.
Curriculum attributes which were not appropriate for this research, such as GED
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programs, learning disabled/special educational programs, college, and
alternative programs, as well as “Refused” and “Don’t Know” responses, were
deleted. Grades in eighth grade are also included in the model. Similarly, grade
responses such as “Other”, As to Cs, Mixed, Ungraded, and skipped eighth
grade were also deleted resulting in a sample size of N=2091 respondents. The
family structure item used included 13 “invalid skips” and were therefore deleted,
leaving a sample size of N=2078. I then deleted “Refused” and “Don’t Know”
responses from the race and ethnicity items used to create the race variable. An
additional 13 cases were lost resulting in a sample size of N=2061. In the
creation of the variable measuring parent’s highest grade completed, 108 cases
were lost due to “ungraded” respondents and missing data, bringing my sample
down to 1953 remaining cases. Missing cases were deleted from the items used
to create prior delinquency resulting in a sample size of N=1922. Twenty-two
additional cases were lost during the construction of the peer exposure indices.
Specifically, when respondents were missing on more than half the items used in
each index, they were deleted, bringing my sample down to N=1900. Finally,
missing cases were deleted from the individual delinquency items as well as the
delinquency indices created from those items, resulting in a final analytic sample
of N=1864 respondents.

16

16 The sample size would have been reduced further (N=1437) with the inclusion of the income and poverty variables;
however, a decision (to be detailed later in this chapter) was made to omit them from the analyses.
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Dependent Variables
The NLSY97 includes many items concerning both conforming and nonconforming behavior. The items included in these analyses will be behaviors
that are generally considered to be delinquent and/or criminal. The forms of
delinquency included in this research are: sexual intercourse17 as a minor,
smoking underage, drinking underage, running away18, vandalism, petty theft,
theft, and other property crimes (fencing, receiving, possessing, and/or selling
stolen property), handgun possession and assault. Youth indicate whether they
had committed such acts since the date of the last interview (see Appendices
A.1 through A.3 for the specific questionnaire items).
Juvenile delinquency. The delinquency items used were broken into
status offenses - acts considered to be illegal because of the age of the
perpetrator, property offenses - acts that involve damage or removal of property,
and violent offenses - acts that potentially do harm to other people.
Status Offenses: The behaviors in the NLSY97 which most closely
resembled the kinds of actions that would be classified as status offenses are as
follows: engaging in sexual intercourse as a juvenile, smoking underage, drinking
underage, and running away. Possible responses for these items are “No,”
meaning the respondent had not engaged in the behaviors since the date of the
last interview and “Yes,” meaning the respondent had engaged in the behaviors
since the date of the last interview (see Table IV.1 for the frequencies for each
individual item used in the delinquency indices). The general pattern for each
17 Youth under the age of fourteen were not asked the questions regarding sexual activity.
18 Youth ages seventeen and older were not asked the questions regarding running away.
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item shows that most of the respondents had not engaged in intercourse, had
not smoked, and had not run away. Underage drinking is the notable exception
with more than half the sample reporting they had consumed alcoholic
beverages of some kind since the date of the last interview.
Property Offenses: Vandalism, petty theft (meaning theft of less than
$50.00), theft (meaning theft of $50.00 or more), and other property offenses, as
described above, are the offenses included in the property index. As with the
status offense items, respondents answered “No,” meaning the respondent had
not engaged in the behaviors since the date of the last interview and, “Yes,”
meaning the respondent had engaged in the behaviors since the date of the last
interview. Table IV.1 shows involvement in property offenses range from a low
of about 3% for theft and other property offenses to a high of about 11% for petty
theft.
Violent Offenses: Two variables from the NLSY97 were used. The first is
assault, over which there should be little argument of the appropriateness of its
inclusion as a violent offense. A little more than 8% of the sample reported
being involved in assault since the date of the last interview. Handgun
possession is also included and while this type of offense is not counted by the
FBI in the Uniform Crime Report as a violent offense, I argue that in light of the
several events of school violence over the past few years, youth carrying a gun
can potentially result in harm to another person and is included here as a violent
offense. Table IV.1 shows that almost 4% of the sample reported having carried
a handgun since the date of the last interview.
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From the individual items described above, four delinquency indices were
created. Responses to all delinquency questions were coded 0 for no, they had
not committed the offense and 1 for yes, they had committed the offense. From
these individual items, I created count dependent variables. The status offense
index is composed of four items which are summed and for which respondents
can receive a value of 0 to 4 and the average is 1.30 reported offenses. The
property offense index also contains four items with values ranging from 0 to 4
with an average of 0.27 offenses. The violent offense index is composed of two
items with values ranging from 0 to 2 and an average of 0.12 offenses. The
overall delinquency index sums each respondent’s answers to all ten items taken
from the NLSY97. Values range from 0 to 10 for this index. The average for this
index is 1.68 offenses. Table IV.2 shows that, generally, each index presents a
similar pattern of offending for this sample. Specifically, for each index, the
highest percentage of respondents reports no involvement in the offenses
included and percentages continue to decrease as number of types of offenses
increases. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, part of the NLSY97 sample was
obtained by over-sampling Black and Hispanic youth; therefore, to obtain correct
proportions in the sample, sampling weights had to be taken into account. Table
IV.3 details the weighted frequencies and averages for each of the delinquency
indices. On the whole, there are few differences between the unweighted and
weighted statistics. The weighted averages for each offense index are the same
or slightly higher than for the unweighted means. The largest percentage
difference between the unweighted and weighted tables, respectively, is a 1.37%
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decrease in the number of respondents who reported being involved in no status
offending and a 1.36% decrease in the number of respondents reporting
involvement in no overall offenses. In general the two tables present very similar
distributions for the 1999 delinquency indices.

Explanatory Variables
One of the expressed purposes of the NLSY is to gather data on the
educational experiences of youth. The 1997 cohort is no different. As such,
there are several variables relating to educational attainment and achievement.
Another key variable for this research revolves around the role peers play in
contributing to delinquent involvement. Each of these variables will be discussed
in turn.
School. School is an important environment in which youth spend a great
deal of their time; therefore, determining the role schooling may play in shaping
youths' behaviors and attitudes is crucial and a primary concern of this research.
Two of the variables in this work, tracking (or curriculum placement) and prior
grades, will serve as key variables in my analyses.
Track Placement: Respondents were asked about their curriculum
placement. Specifically, they were asked, “What program or course of study are
you/were you most recently enrolled in?”. Possible responses are 1) general
program; 2) college preparatory, academic or specialized academic;
3) vocational technical or business and career; 4) combination academic and
vocational program; 5) other (specify); 6) special education/ learning disabled;
7) alternative program; 8) GED; 9) college; 99) not applicable. For the purposes
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of this research only general, college preparatory, vocational, and combination
programs are used. More than half (53.22%) of the respondents reported being
in the general track. Almost 37% reported being in the college prep track and
around 4% stated they were in a vocational track.19 The combination program,
which includes both college-prep and vocational courses, accounts for just more
than 6% of the sample.
Tracking is coded into two dummy variables.20 For the first, I combined
college and general tracks into one category coded it 1 if students were in the
college or general track and 0 otherwise. The combination track is coded 1 if
respondents are in the combination track and 0 otherwise. Vocational track
location is the reference category. Table IV.4 and IV.5 present the unweighted
and weighted frequencies and univariate statistics for the explanatory variables
in this research. The unweighted percentages indicate that the overwhelming
majority (90.02%) of the sample are in the general/college category.
Percentages for the remaining categories are the same as above. Percentages
increase somewhat for the general/college track and decrease slightly for the
combination and vocational tracks when the weighted statistics are referenced
(Table IV.5).
Grades: Grades were created using the grades in eighth grade variable
from the 1997 and 1998 wave of the NLSY97. This question was only asked of
those who had completed eighth grade. Once obtained, respondents were not
asked this question again. To obtain a complete account of the grades in eighth
19 Original percentages prior to recoding.
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grade for all respondents selected for this research, I had to combine the
responses for the first two waves of the data. Given that this is the only viable
measure of grades in this dataset, I must be clear about an assumption I will
make with respect to the causal ordering of the model I have specified in this
research. Strictly speaking, the measure of tracking used for this study does not
precede the measure of grades in time. I will assume that like other behavior,
including delinquent behavior, a prior measure of grades would be strongly
correlated with a current measure. Therefore, I make the assumption that
respondents’ current grades are not significantly higher or lower than their
grades in eighth grade. I include grades as a mediator of tracking here.
The specific question used to generate the variable measuring grades is
th
as follows: “Overall, what grades did you receive in the 8 grade?” The

response categories on this variable include the following: 1) Mostly below Ds;
2) Mostly Ds; 3) About half Cs and Ds; 4) Mostly Cs; 5) About half Bs and Cs;
6) Mostly Bs; 7) About half As and Bs; 8) Mostly As; 9) Other (Specify); 10) As to
Cs; 11) Mixed; 12) Ungraded; 13) Skipped 8th grade. For the purposes of this
research, I omitted response options 9 through 13. Grades in eighth grade were
recoded as follows. First, all those reporting earning mostly below Ds and mostly
Ds were combined. Second, the attributes were then given values
corresponding to a grade point scale where 4.0 is the highest and 1.0 is the
lowest possible value. I recoded the categories to grade point values where
mostly As is coded as 4.0, about half As and Bs are coded as 3.5, mostly Bs is
20 Tracking was initially coded as three dummy variables; however, analyses indicated there were no significant
differences between the college-prep and the general tracks, thus they were combined and the vocational track was
specifically kept as a “pure” category.
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coded as 3.0, about half Bs and Cs is coded as 2.5, mostly Cs is coded as 2.0,
about half Cs and Ds is coded as 1.5 and mostly Ds and below are coded as 1.0.
Table IV.4 shows the unweighted distribution of grades earned in eighth
grade. Overall, the table illustrates that 20.6% of the sample is consistently
making Cs and below. Another 20% are earning Bs and Cs. If taken together,
about 40% of the sample is reporting that they earned some combination of As
and Bs. Finally, a little more than 18% are earning mostly As. In general,
around 91% of the respondents in this sample are earning passing grades (Cs
and above). Table IV.5 presents the weighted distributions for GPA. The
pattern is similar to the unweighted figures; however, there are some differences
that need attention. The percentage of respondents reporting they earned
mostly As increases by 2.57% in the weighted distributions. The remaining
percentage differences existing between the two distributions do not exceed
1.5%. The average grade point is 2.95 (unweighted) and 3.01 when sampling
weights are accounted for. Grades will be treated as a continuous variable.
Peers. Peers are another key component in the picture of delinquency.
Round 1 of the Youth Questionnaire contains a set of questions pertaining to the
kinds of activities in which the respondent’s peers engage. This measure is a
proxy of exposure to conforming and delinquent peers. While this measure likely
does not provide for an adequate accounting of the influence of close friendship
ties, it is a good measure of the general environment in which youth find
themselves and provides general information about the kinds of opportunities for
positive and negative behavior available to respondents. While much of the
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existing literature examining the affect of peers on delinquent involvement
includes only measures of delinquent youth, my measures, in keeping with the
best prior research, includes measures of both positive and negative peer
exposure. Youth are asked to report what percentage of their peers have
engaged in several conventional and non-conventional activities. Specifically,
respondents were asked, “What percentage of kids [in your grade/in your grade
when you were last in school]...” attend church regularly, smoke, get drunk one
or more times a month, participate in sports, clubs, or other school activities,
belong to a gang, plan to go to college, do volunteer work, use illegal drugs, cut
classes or school, and/or engage in sexual intercourse.

21

Response options for

each of the questionnaire items above are 1) Almost none (less than 10%);
2) About 25%; 3) About half (50%); 4) About 75%; 5) Almost all (more than
90%).
Percent of peers’ involvement in the above behaviors was recoded in the
following manner. First, the original attributes were recoded to correspond with
the following percentages: 5%, 25%, 50%, 75% and 95%, thus producing a large
possible range of values allowing for variation on this dimension. Due to the
age-related skip patterns in the interview, more than 1000 respondents would
have been dropped from the analyses. To avoid such a costly cut in sample
size, for those respondents who were missing on the intercourse as a minor
variable, I assumed (as did those administering the survey) that they had not
engaged in such behavior, thus values range from a low of 0% to a high of
21 Again, respondents fourteen and under were not asked questions about sexual involvement.
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95%.22 Second, the behaviors were classified as either positive or negative in
character. There are four positive behaviors: regular church attendance,
involvement in extra-curricular activities, doing volunteer work and planning to
attend college. There are six negative behaviors: smoking, getting drunk at least
once a month, belonging to a gang, using illegal drugs, skipping school, and
engaging in intercourse as a minor. Table IV.6 illustrates the frequencies for the
items comprising the positive peer exposure items. Over 60% of respondents
report that at least 50% or more of their peers attend church regularly. About
90% of respondents said that 50% or more of their peers engaged in extracurricular activities. Similarly, nearly 90% of respondents reported that 50% or
more of their peers were planning to attend college. A little over 25% reported
that 50% or more of their peers did volunteer work.
The percentage distributions for the negative items are also detailed in
Table IV.6. Overall, the percent of peers respondents reported being engaged in
the negative behaviors is lower compared to the positive behaviors. For
example, 27.73% of respondents reported that 50% or more of their peers had
been drunk one or more times in the past month. Less than 12% reported
having at least 50% of their peers involved in a gang. Only 7.61% of
respondents said that 50% or more of the kids in their grade had had sexual
intercourse. A notable exception is the item on cigarette smoking. About 50% of
youth said that 50% or more of the kids in their grade had smoked cigarettes.
22 Analyses were run without the missing cases and there were no substantial differences in the findings; therefore, they
were retained in the final sample.
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Cutting school or classes was the next highest percentage (36.81%) followed by
illegal drug use (35.03%).
The third step in recoding the peer items involved creating additive indices
for positive and negative peer exposure. Each index was created by adding the
percentage of positive or negative behaviors in which peers were reportedly
engaged. Next, to calculate the average percent of peers respondents reported
were engaged in either positive or negative behaviors, the totals were divided by
the number of non-missing items summed in the index. Tables IV.4 and IV.5
provide the averages (unweighted and weighted, respectively) for the positive
and negative peer exposure indices. In general, these averages indicate more of
a positive rather than negative influence.
The most notable difference between weighted and unweighted univariate
distributions is in the proportion of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics and “Other” racial
groups. Table IV.5 illustrates that racial groups are more representative of the
proportions of each race in the U.S. population when the data are weighted to
account for Black and Latino over-sampling. Other differences are expected
given the over-sample was taken on race and research consistently shows
people of color are economically disadvantaged. Specifically, there is a 14.5%
difference in the percentage of respondents living in poverty. There is also more
than a 4% difference in the percentage of respondents whose parents did not
complete high school. There is about a 3% difference the percent of femaleheaded households once the sampling weights are accounted for. The
differences that do exist, once the sampling weights are included, do not
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substantially change the proportions of the remainder of the variables included in
this research.

Control Variables
Family Structure. Information about the respondent youth's residential
family composition is available and will be used to determine whether the youth
lives in an intact versus non-intact family structure. A variable was created which
describes the relationship of the youth to the parents or parent figures in the
household. This variable, created by the NLSY97 staff, is available for all three
rounds of the survey. Youth report living with: 1) both biological parents; 2) two
parents, biological mother; 3) two parents, biological father; 4) biological mother
only; 5) biological father only; 6) adoptive parent(s); 7) foster parent(s); 8) no
parents, grandparents; 9) no parents, other relatives; 10) anything else.
Attributes six through ten were combined into a single category known as Other
Family Structure.
Dummy variables were created with two biological parents as the
reference category. Tables IV.4 and IV.5 provide the unweighted and weighted
statistics for the family structure measures. Over half of the youth live in twoparent families with both biological parents. Another 11.5% live in two-parent
families with a step-father and just over 2% live with step-mothers. A little over
25% of youth live in single-parent, female-headed households. Only 3.59% live
in single-parent, male-headed households. Finally, approximately 3.5% live in
some other family structure. Weighted statistics are roughly similar to the
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unweighted, except that the percentage of single-parent, female-headed
households decreases by almost 3%.
Race. Two variables were used in combination to create a race and
ethnicity variable. A standard interview item measuring race was the first.
Respondents are categorized as White, Black, American Indian, Asian, Other,
Hispanic, and Mixed. A second variable asked respondents whether they were
of Hispanic origin to which the responses were 0 - Respondent not Hispanic and
1 Respondent is Hispanic. If respondents identified themselves as Hispanic,
they were recoded on the race variable to be included as Hispanic. After crosstabulating the two variables, an additional 225 respondents were reclassified as
Hispanic. Race was recoded as a set of dummy variables with Whites as the
reference category. Table IV.5 shows the weighted frequencies for race. After
correcting for proportionality by taking sample weights into account, the
distribution of race in this sample is as follows: Whites constitute 71.19% of the
sample; Blacks comprise 12.88%, Hispanics makeup 11.5%; and almost 4.5% of
the sample is composed of other racial and ethnic group members.
Sex. Information on the respondent’s sex was collected in Round 1 as
part of the initial screening survey and was verified by the respondent on the
Youth Questionnaire as well as by the responding parent on the Parent
Questionnaire. Sex is coded as a dummy variable with boys as the reference
group. Table IV.4 and IV.5 present the unweighted and weighted percentages
for sex. Boys make-up about 48% of the sample while girls constitute the
remaining 52%.
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Age. Data on age was collected in the same manner as sex; however,
respondents are asked to verify their age at each round of data collection.
Respondents were ages twelve to eighteen as of the initial interview date. By the
third round, in 1999, respondents had aged to be fourteen to twenty as of the
interview date (NLSY97 User’s Guide, 2001: 165). Due to selection for
juveniles, anyone 18 years and over was excluded from the analyses.
th
Additionally, respondents must have completed 8 grade, thus limiting the age

range for my sample further. Ultimately, my age variable includes 15, 16, and 17
year old youth. I created two dummy variables for age, setting seventeen as the
reference group. Tables IV.4 and IV.5 illustrate the unweighted and weighted
age distributions for this sample. About 60% of respondents are seventeen.
Another 38.63% are sixteen and the remaining 1.29% of respondents are fifteen.
The average age for this sample is 16.59 years of age. In general, there is little
difference in the distribution of age once sample weights are taken into account.
Class. Socioeconomic status will be measured by three variables. The
first measure used is parent’s highest grade completed. Two variables, created
by the NLSY97 staff, were combined to construct the variable measuring
residential parent’s highest grade completed.23 Reported values for residential
th
mother’s highest grade completed ranged from first grade to 8 year or more of

college (1-20). Similarly, the values for residential father’s highest grade
completed ranged from second grade to 8th year or more of college (2-20). Each
of the two variables included a possible value of 95 or “Ungraded” which was
23 Residential parents are not necessarily biological parents.
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considered missing data. As this value could not be classified, the cases were
omitted. If there was missing information for both of the parent’s education
items, the cases were deleted.

24

If data were available for both parents, I

created an average of their highest grade completed. Otherwise, either the
mother or the father’s highest grade completed was used in the absence of the
other. I recoded this variable into four dummy variables corresponding to high
school graduate, some college, college graduate, and post-baccalaureate
studies. Less than high school graduate serves as the reference category.
Thirteen years, or some college, is the average for parent’s educational level.
Tables IV.4 and IV.5 indicate that about 20% of parents had not completed high
school. Nearly 24% are solely high school graduates. Thirty-six percent have
completed some college. Less than 10% have completed college as is the case
for post-baccalaureate degrees. The largest difference between the unweighted
and weighted univariate statistics is for youth whose parents have completed
less than high school. There is more than a 5.5% reduction in the percentage of
parents completing less than high school once sample weights are taken into
account.
A second variable used to measure social class is gross household
income for 1997.

25

This is a variable that was created from several other items

for inclusion in the NLSY97.26 As such, there is no one specific question used to
generate responses. The information for the 1997 wave was obtained either
24 Refer to Figure IV.1 for a detailed account of the deletion of cases.
25 Income figures include responding parent, their spouse/partner, and other household members over the age of
fourteen years of age.
26 "Several sources are combined to create this income variable: non-farm and farm wages, the wages of the
respondents' spouse or partner, child support, interest and dividends from stocks or mutual funds, rental income,
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from the parent or the youth. For the vast majority of my sample, the source of
the income information came from parents (1857) compared to youth (7).
27
Incomes ranged from $0.00 to $246,474 with the unweighted average being

$51,998.27 and the weighted average being $56,427.03. Income was to be
treated as a continuous variable; however, due to problems with the data, I
decided to omit this variable. The following steps were taken to determine that
this omission was justified. As expected with income measures, the distribution
was skewed (Skewness = 2.25, Kurtosis = 7.86). To correct for problems of
skewness, I took the natural log of income. This technique, however, did not
rectify the problem. In fact, it made the problem worse. The skewness for the
logged version of income was now -4.92 (Kurtosis = 32.86). I ran a correlation
between parent’s education and income and while not overwhelmingly high (.42),
the correlation was statistically significant. Analyses run including income and
parent’s education showed income was not significant. In the end, distribution
problems in conjunction with issues of weighted sample estimates and high nonresponse rates lead me to omit the income variable.

28

Poverty is another measure used to control for the effects of socioeconomic status on delinquency. I created a dummy variable for poverty. Living
in poverty serves as the reference category. This measure was calculated by
using the federal poverty threshold information for the appropriate year (1996)
and the income information from the NLSY97. Specifically, I used the thresholds
retirement pension/alimony/Social Security payments, parent's income if the respondent resides with them, monetary gifts
(other than allowance) from parents, public support sources, and other income" (NLSY97, 2000).
27 High incomes were top-coded for reasons of confidentiality.
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and the income variable to determine who would have been considered
"officially" poor. A family of one making less than $8,000.00 would be
considered to be living in poverty. A family of two making less than $10,235
would be considered poor. For a family of three, $12,520 is the threshold for
being in poverty. The threshold for a family of four is $16,040. For a family of
five, it is $18,955. The thresholds continue up as follows: $21,390 for six people;
$24,270 for seven people; $27,095 for a family of eight; and finally, $31,975 for a
family of nine or more persons.

29

About 16% of my sample is considered to be

living in poverty. Poverty was initially included in my models; however, due to its
non-significance in every model I ran, it was dropped from my models to
increase sample size and for reasons of parsimony.
Prior Delinquency. Research indicates that the best predictor of current
behavior (or future behavior) is past behavior; therefore, involvement in prior
delinquency will be used as a control. The measures of prior delinquency, as
reported in Round 1 (1997), were constructed in the same manner as the
dependent variable (see Appendix A.1 through A.3 for the specific questionnaire
items) resulting in four indices. Table IV.7 details the distributions for the
individual items comprising the prior delinquency indices. Percentages for
individual status offenses indicate that, like the measures used for the dependent
variables, the vast majority of respondents reported no involvement in sexual
intercourse, smoking, or running away. Again, drinking is the notable exception
28 The NLSY97 User’s Guide (2000) details the problems of sample weights and design effects. Estimates for items with
high non-response rates, such as family income, were specifically mentioned as problematic (p. 31). No specific variable
was provided in the 1997-1999 main file datasets to deal with issues of design effects.
29 Thresholds were rounded up to the nearest five or ten dollar amount.
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with 51.77% of youth reporting they had consumed some type of alcoholic
beverage since the last interview. Items measuring property offending show very
little involvement in such activities. Fourteen percent of respondents reported
engaging in petty theft and almost 12% reported committing acts of vandalism
since the date of the last interview. Less than 4% reported being involved in
either theft or other property offenses since the last interview. Almost 5% of the
sample had carried a handgun since the last interview and just over 10% had
committed assault. Overall, the distribution for the individual prior delinquency
items show the overwhelming majority of youth in this sample report no
involvement in most of the offenses included in this research; however, where
there is involvement, the percentages are highest for the least serious offenses
and decrease as seriousness increases. Table IV.4 and IV.5 show the
unweighted and weighted means for the prior delinquency indices. These
means also illustrate that as seriousness increases, involvement decreases.

Analysis Technique
First, grade point average is modeled as a continuous variable using OLS
regression. Second, given, in this study, delinquency is a count dependent
variable with substantial numbers of zero and small values, multivariate analyses
will be conducted using Poisson regression techniques. While Poisson
regression is often faulted for assuming the variance equals the mean, there are
techniques, which can be used to relax this assumption (Greene, 1990). When
goodness of fit tests indicate the Poisson models are insufficient, I employed a
negative binomial regression technique, which is not bound by such restrictive
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assumptions. I report the effects of the explanatory variables as incident rate
ratios. These coefficients are equal to the multiplicative change expected in the
rate of offending for a one unit increase in the explanatory variable value. The
bivariate, total and direct effects for each model are presented in Tables V.2
through V.5. My dependent variable taps the diversity of delinquency behaviors;
however, frequency of involvement is a more typical measure in the literature.
For the sake of comparability to other delinquency research, I also ran logistic
regression for each model. This allows for a comparison of whether or not
respondents engaged in delinquent behavior rather than a measure of the
number of types of offenses they committed. Results are briefly discussed in
Chapter V and coefficients are reported in the Appendix in Tables A.4 through
A.7.
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N = 8984

Original sample size
Selected for juveniles (respondents under
age 18) as of 1999 (lost 3076 cases)

N = 5908
Selected for respondents currently enrolled in
school as of 1999 (lost 1197 cases)
N = 4711
Selected for respondents currently enrolled in 9th
through 12th grades as of 1999 (lost 2580 cases)
N = 2131

N = 2107

1)

Deleted refused and don’t know responses
for the questions regarding respondent’s
grades in eighth grade for both 1997 and
1998 (lost 4 cases)

2)

Deleted grade categories which were not
applicable to this analysis (lost 20 cases)

Deleted refused and don’t know responses from
the curriculum variable for 1998 (lost 7 cases)
N = 2100
Selected for respondents in general, college-prep,
vocational, and combination curriculums
(lost 9 cases)
N = 2091

Figure IV.1: Sample Attrition
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Deleted invalid skips on the family structure item
(lost 13 cases)
N = 2078
Deleted refused, don’t know, unclassifiable cases
(lost 17 cases)
N = 2061
Deleted ungraded and missing values from
highest grade completed by respondents’
residential parents (lost 108 cases)
N = 1953
Deleted missing values from the prior
delinquency items (lost 31 cases)
N = 1922

N = 1900

Deleted cases for which respondents were
missing on more than half of the items
comprising the peer exposure indices
(lost 22 cases)
Deleted missing from individual items and
delinquent indices (lost 36 cases)

N = 1864

Final analytic sample size

Figure IV.1: Sample Attrition Continued
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Table IV.1: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the 1999 Delinquency Indices
(N=1864)
Delinquency Measures for 1999

Count

Percent

No - 0

1181

63.36

Yes - 1

683

36.64

No - 0

1229

65.93

Yes - 1

635

34.07

No - 0

858

46.03

Yes - 1

1006

53.97

1770

94.96

94

5.04

No - 0

1691

90.72

Yes - 1

173

9.28

No - 0

1652

88.63

Yes - 1

212

11.37

No - 0
Yes - 1

1809
55

97.05
2.95

1807
57

96.94
3.06

Status Offenses
Sexual Intercourse

Smoking Underage

Drinking Underage

Running Away
No - 0
Yes - 1
Property Offenses
Vandalism

Petty Theft

Theft

Other Property Offenses
No - 0
Yes - 1
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Table IV.1: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the 1999 Delinquency Indices
(N=1864) Continued
Delinquency Measures for 1999
Violent Offenses
Handgun Possession
No - 0
Yes - 1
Assault
No - 0
Yes - 1

87

Count

Percent

1793
71

96.19
3.81

1713
151

91.90
8.10

Table IV.2: Unweighted Frequencies and Univariates for 1999 Delinquency Indices
(N=1864)
Count Dependent Variables

Count

Percent

0

601

32.24

1

491

26.34

2

435

23.34

3

291

15.61

4

46

2.47

0

1526

81.87

1

229

12.29

2

71

3.81

3

26

1.39

4

12

0.64

1668

89.48

0

170

9.12

1

26

1.39

0

536

28.76

1

453

24.30

2

367

19.69

3

272

14.59

4

125

6.71

5

63

3.38

6

27

1.45

7

15

0.80

8

3

0.16

9

2

0.11

10

1

0.05

Status Index for 1999

Property Index for 1999

Violent Index for 1999

Avg / SD / Min-Max
1.30 / 1.15 / 0-4

0.27 / 0.66 / 0-4

0.12 / 0.36 / 0-2

2
Overall Index for 1999

1.68 / 1.61 / 0-10
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Table IV.3: Weighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for 1999 Delinquency Indices
(N=450574601)
Count Dependent Variables

Count

Percent

0

139080617

30.87

1

115297728

25.59

2

108724482

24.13

3

75810472

16.83

4

11661302

2.59

0

366294760

81.30

1

56930862

12.64

2

17576117

3.90

3

6094630

1.35

4

3678232

0.82

0

404923814

89.87

1

39010628

8.66

2

6640159

1.47

0

123456585

27.40

1

106576005

23.65

2

91547038

20.32

3

69804403

15.49

4

31623534

7.02

5

14940813

3.32

6

7245349

1.61

7

3798841

0.84

8

694537

0.15

9

582552

0.13

10

304944

0.07

Status Index for 1999

Property Index for 1999

Violent Index for 1999

Overall Index for 1999

Avg / SD / Min-Max
1.34 / 1.16 / 0-4

0.28 / 0.68 / 0-4

0.12 / 0.36 / 0-2

1.74 / 1.62 / 0-10
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Table IV.4: Unweighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

1678

90.02

113

6.06

73

3.92

4.0

351

18.83

3.5

459

24.62

3.0

296

15.88

2.5

374

20.06

2.0

220

11.80

1.5

119

6.38

1.0

45

2.41

1011

54.24

Two Parents - Stepfather

214

11.48

Two Parents - Stepmother

39

2.09

Single Mother

469

25.16

Single Father

67

3.59

Other Family Structures

64

3.43

1034

55.47

Black

409

21.94

Hispanic

358

19.21

Other

63

3.38

Males

896

48.07

Females

968

51.93

Tracking Variables
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)
Vocational Track
2.95 / 0.81 / 1-4

Grade Point Average

Percent of Peer Exposure
Positive Peer Exposure

51.82 / 15.61 / 5-95

Negative Peer Exposure

29.43 / 19.95 / 5-95

Family Structure Variables
Two Biological Parents

Ethnicity & Race
Whites

Sex
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Table IV.4: Unweighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Continued
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

Age

16.59 / 0.52 / 15-17
Fifteen Year Olds

24

1.29

Sixteen Year Olds

720

38.63

1120

60.09

Less than High School

375

20.12

High School

442

23.71

Some College

677

36.32

College

184

9.87

College Plus

186

9.98

227

15.80

1210

84.20

0

719

38.57

1

507

27.20

2

414

22.21

3

184

9.87

4

40

2.15

0

1447

77.63

1

273

14.65

2

102

5.47

3

30

1.61

4

12

0.64

Seventeen Year Olds
Parent's Educational Attainment

13.00 / 2.82 / 2-20

51,998.27 / 40,767.00
/ 0-246,474

Income for 1997
Poverty (N=1437)
In Poverty
Not in Poverty
Prior Delinquent Offending
Status Index for 1998

1.10 / 1.09 / 0-4

Property Index for 1998

0.33 / 0.71 / 0-4
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Table IV.4: Unweighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Continued
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

0

1605

86.11

1

235

12.61

2

24

1.29

0

649

34.82

1

412

22.10

2

342

18.35

3

215

11.53

4

125

6.71

5

65

3.49

6

27

1.45

7

20

1.07

8

6

0.32

9

1

0.05

10

2

0.11

Violent Index for 1998

0.15 / 0.39 / 0-2

Prior Delinquent Offending
Overall Index for 1998

1.58 / 1.69 / 0-10
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Table IV.5: Weighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables
(N=450574601)
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

410080932

91.01

25305337

5.62

15188332

3.37

4.0

96379618

21.39

3.5

115532472

25.64

3.0

69050293

15.32

2.5

83913728

18.62

2.0

48351939

10.73

1.5

27257410

6.05

1.0

10089141

2.24

255932166

56.80

Two Parents - Stepfather

52941017

11.75

Two Parents - Stepmother

10127736

2.25

Single Mother

99899770

22.17

Single Father

17990220

3.99

Other Family Structures

13683692

3.04

320768658

71.19

Black

58034183

12.88

Hispanic

51809444

11.50

Other

19962316

4.43

Males

215822432

47.90

Females

234752169

52.10

Tracking Variables
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and
Vocational Track Curriculum)
Vocational Track
Grade Point Average

3.01 / 0.81 / 1-4

Percent of Peer Exposure
Positive Peer Exposure

52.06 / 15.07 / 5-95

Negative Peer Exposure

28.51 / 19.73 / 5-95

Family Structure Variables
Two Biological Parents

Ethnicity & Race
Whites

Sex
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Table IV.5: Weighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables
(N=450574601) Continued
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

Age

16.60 / 0.52 / 15-17
Fifteen Year Olds

5683951

1.26

Sixteen Year Olds

170398866

37.80

2745806684

60.94

70781264

15.70

High School

104994857

23.30

Some College

170211164

37.78

College

50718935

11.26

College Plus

53868381

11.96

41947634

9.31

313904327

69.67

0

163365268

36.26

1

119967283

26.63

2

109061946

24.21

3

47144352

10.46

4

11035752

2.45

0

345182770

76.61

1

69883737

15.51

2

25025760

5.55

3

7033618

1.56

4

3448716

0.77

Seventeen Year Olds
Parent's Educational Attainment

13.40 / 2.60 / 2-20

Less than High School

56,427.03 / 42,872.08
/ 0-246,474

Income for 1997
Poverty (N=1437)
In Poverty
Not in Poverty
Prior Delinquent Offending
Status Index for 1998

1.16 / 1.10 / 0-4

Property Index for 1998

0.34 / 0.72 / 0-4
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Table IV.5: Weighted Frequencies and Univariate Statistics for Explanatory Variables
(N=450574601) Continued
Explanatory Variables

Avg / SD / Min-Max

Count

Percent

0

389675788

86.48

1

54760568

12.15

2

6138245

1.36

0

147297114

32.69

1

98504515

21.86

2

86802551

19.26

3

56383970

12.51

4

30031080

6.67

5

16890586

3.75

6

6877650

1.53

7

5351829

1.19

8

1549075

0.34

9

287118

0.06

10

599113

0.13

Violent Index for 1998

0.15 / 0.39 / 0-2

Prior Delinquent Offending
Overall Index for 1998

1.65 / 1.71 / 0-10
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Table IV.6: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the Peer Exposure Indices
(N=1864)
Percent of Peer Exposure

Count

Percent

0

26

1.39

5

188

10.09

25

505

27.09

50

640

34.33

75

362

19.42

95

143

7.67

0

0

0.00

5

34

1.82

25
50

147
503

7.89
26.98

75

705

37.82

95

475

25.48

0

16

0.86

5

710

38.09

25

662

35.52

50

329

17.65

75

87

4.67

95

60

3.22

0

14

0.75

5

42

2.25

25

175

9.39

50

551

29.56

75

674

36.16

95

408

21.89

Positive Peer Exposure
Percent Attending Church Regularly

Percent Engaged in Extra Curricular Activities

Percent Who Do Volunteer Work

Percent Planning to Attend College
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Table IV.6: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the Peer Exposure Indices
(N=1864) Continued
Percent of Peer Exposure

Count

Percent

0

10

0.54

5

440

23.61

25

486

26.07

50

478

25.64

75

338

18.13

95

112

6.01

0

18

0.97

5

829

44.47

25

500

26.82

50

297

15.93

75

149

7.99

95

71

3.81

0

16

0.86

5

1255

67.33

25

380

20.39

50

134

7.19

75

54

2.90

95

25

1.34

0

27

1.45

5

693

37.18

25

491

26.34

50

340

18.24

75

193

10.35

95

120

6.44

Negative Peer Exposure
Percent Who Smoke Cigarettes

Percent Drunk at Least Once a Month

Percent Who Belong to a Gang

Percent Who Use Illegal Drugs
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Table IV.6: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the Peer Exposure Indices
(N=1864) Continued
Percent of Peer Exposure

Count

Percent

Percent Who Cut Classes or School
0

3

0.16

5

621

33.32

25

554

29.74

50

364

19.53

75

202

10.84

95

120

6.44

0

1490

79.94

5

119

6.38

25

113

6.06

50

75

4.02

75

44

2.36

95

23

1.23

Percent Who Have Had Sex
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Table IV.7: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the 1998 Prior Delinquency
Indices (N=1864)
Prior Delinquency Measures for 1998

Count

Percent

No - 0

1502

80.58

Yes - 1

362

19.42

No - 0

1249

67.01

Yes - 1

615

32.99

No - 0

899

48.23

Yes - 1

965

51.77

No - 0

1759

94.37

Yes - 1

105

5.63

No - 0

1644

88.20

Yes - 1

220

11.80

No - 0

1603

86.00

Yes - 1

261

14.00

No - 0

1797

96.41

67

3.59

1797

96.41

67

3.59

Status Offenses
Sexual Intercourse

Smoking Underage

Drinking Underage

Running Away

Property Offenses
Vandalism

Petty Theft

Theft
Yes - 1
Other Property Offenses
No - 0
Yes - 1
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Table IV.7: Frequencies for the Individual Items Comprising the 1998 Prior Delinquency
Indices (N=1864)
Prior Delinquency Measures for 1998

Count

Percent

1773

95.12

91

4.88

No - 0

1672

89.70

Yes - 1

192

10.30

Violent Offenses
Handgun Possession
No - 0
Yes - 1
Assault
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Chapter V
Findings
This chapter is dedicated to the task of detailing the bivariate and
multivariate findings of this research. Analyses were completed in three stages.
First, grades were regressed on all of the explanatory variables in my operational
model. Second, each delinquency index was regressed on all of the explanatory
variables. Such a strategy allowed me to examine the direct effects of the
independent variables on grades and the direct effects of the variables on each
delinquency index, giving an indication of indirect effects. Third, analyses were
run omitting grades from the full models, thus generating total effects. This
yields another way of assessing indirect effects of variables via grades. Due to
the different types of regression used to estimate the effects on grade point
average and delinquency counts, a strict multiplicative strategy, along paths in
the model, will not be possible. Instead, I will discuss the indirect effects in a
general way. The structure of this chapter is as follows; I will examine the results
of the first stage of analysis where grades serve as the dependent variable.
Second, I will examine the second stage of the analysis where the delinquency
indices serve as the dependent variables. Third, I will elaborate on total and
indirect effects. Lastly, I will provide a summary of the findings before moving on
to the conclusions and implications of this research.

Grade Point Average
Past research has consistently shown that tracking, peers, family
background, race, class, age, and sex are important variables in predicting
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achievement outcomes. This research is no different, at least in terms of the
bivariate results in this analysis. I will take each group of variables and examine
the bivariate relationships present in this study. For the multivariate analyses, I
regressed grade point average on each type of prior delinquency, holding
constant the other explanatory variables.

There are four models examining the

effect of various types of prior juvenile delinquency on grade point average.
Table V.1 shows that for each of these four models, almost all of the coefficients
that were significant in the bivariate analyses are again significant and in the
expected directions. Exceptions are age and single father family structures and
“other” family structures, in comparison to two-parent families. The magnitudes
of the coefficients, while largely stable when compared to the bivariate results,
are different for several variables. Overall, the relationships found in the
multivariate analyses are very consistent with the bivariate findings; however,
there are some differences, which will be covered.
Tracking. The first column of Table V.1 shows that the bivariate
coefficients are significant, in the expected direction and are consistent with prior
research. Youth who are in a general or college track earn nearly one half of a
grade point higher (0.44) than youth who are in a vocational track. Youth who
are located in the combination track do not have significantly different grades
compared to students in the vocational track location. This combination track is
an attribute option on the NLSY97 interview schedule. It is my speculation that
the combination of academic and vocational programs is closer to vocational
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preparation than to college preparation; however, I have no independent data to
support this supposition, but my findings are consistent with it.
In the multivariate models, coefficients for general and college tracks are
still statistically significant; however, their magnitudes are now less than half of
the original bivariate relationship. Model 1 shows that youth in the general and
college tracks earn grade points 0.19 higher than youth in the vocational track
when status offenses and the other variables are held constant. The effect of
tracking on grade point average for models that include property, violent and
overall offense indices are very similar to the model including the status offense
index and are reported in columns labeled Models 2, 3, and 4, respectively.
Model 2 shows that youth in the general and college tracks earn 0.21 higher
grade points than youth in the vocational track all other variables are held
constant. Grade point is higher for the higher track group by .20 points, net of
the explanatory variables in Model 3. Model 4 also produces an additional
quarter of a point for those higher track students, net of the other variables.
These findings indicate that while tracking still affects GPA, some of the original
relationship is explained by other variables included in the multivariate model.
Once again, the combination track is not significantly different from the
vocational track across all four models.
Peers. The effects of positive and negative peer exposure, while small,
are significant and in the expected direction for the bivariate models. For every
1% increase on the positive peer exposure index, youth experience a 0.01 point
increase in grades. Conversely, a 1% increase on the negative peer exposure
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index corresponds with a 0.01 point decrease in grade point average. Overall,
exposure to peers who engage in positive behaviors tends to increase grades,
albeit only slightly, while exposure to negative peers decreases grades.
The coefficients for positive peer exposure, while still statistically
significant, decrease in size from 0.01, in the bivariate analysis, to 0.004 in all
four multivariate models. The coefficients for negative peer exposure remain
identical for the models including the prior status, property, and violent offense
indices. The magnitude decreases by half to 0.005 for the model including the
prior overall offense index; however, the results are still significant. The range
for this index is large; therefore, affects appear small. If students move from
having 0% positive peer exposure to 50% positive peer exposure, the effect of
peers on grades translates into a fifth of a point higher GPA, all else held
constant.

30

Similarly, a change in negative peer exposure from 0% to 50%

produces more than a quarter point decrease in GPA, net of the other variables
in the model. Exposure to peers, whether positive or negative, affects grade
point average, all else held constant.
Control Variables. Family structure matters in terms of grade point
average. The coefficients presented in column 1 of Table V.1 are significant and
in the expected direction, thus reinforcing previous research. Specifically, when
compared to youth living in families composed of both biological parents, youth
living in all other family structures experience lower grade point averages. Point
reductions in grades range from a low of 0.17 for single father family structures
to a high of 0.34, a little more than a third of a point reduction, for blended
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families where there is a stepmother present. ”Other” family structures also
produce nearly a third of a point lower GPAs, while single mother families
produce more than a quarter of a point Lower GPAs. Lastly, blended families
where there is a stepfather present produces a 0.19 lower grade point averages,
which is similar to single father families. As mentioned before, these findings are
consistent with previous research that indicates that youths’ educational
attainment and academic achievement benefits from living in two parent families
where both biological parents are present.
In comparison to the bivariate findings, the multivariate analyses including
the prior delinquency indices show that family structure, in large part, still affects
grade point average. Again, there is a reduction in the magnitude of the
coefficients; however, they remain statistically significant and non-trivial in size.
Living with stepparents or in a female-headed household, translates into lower
grade point averages, net of the other variables. Specifically, a blended family
where a stepfather is present creates a GPA lower by about one-tenth of a point.
In contrast, a blended family where there is a stepmother present leads to a
grade point average lower by nearly a third of a point. Living in a family headed
by a single mother leads to a 0.14 lower grade point average in Model 1; are
lower by 0.16 points in Models 2 and 3; and 0.15 points lower in Model 4.
The coefficients for single father family structures become non-significant,
net of the other variables in the models. “Other” family structures have mixed
results. Specifically, “other” family structures only affect GPA in Models 2 and 3.
30 Coefficients were multiplied by 50 to achieve the effect of a 50% increase in peer exposure.
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For each of these 2 models, grade point average is lower by 0.18 points, than
those of youth living in families with both biological parents, all else being equal.
No difference is found in Models 1 and 4. Living in a family headed by a single
father does not produce a significant reduction in grade point average when
compared to two-parent families with both biological parents present, net of the
other variables in the analyses. This is true across all four models.
Not surprisingly, residential parents’ educational attainment also
significantly influences their children’s academic performance. All groups
experience higher grade point averages relative to the reference group, which
consists of residential parents who did not graduate from high school.
Specifically, children of parents living in the same household who completed high
school experience grade point averages higher by 0.19 points. Kids whose
residential parents completed some college gain more than a quarter of a point.
Youths of residential parents who completed four years of college or have
completed at least some post-baccalaureate studies gain around two-thirds of a
grade point. Overall, residential parents’ educational background does matter
with respect to GPA, at least bivariately.
Parents’ educational background continues to matter, net of the other
variables in the model. Specifically, across all four models, living with parents
who have completed high school contributes about a fifth of a point to grade
point average compared to youths whose parents did not complete high school,
holding all else constant. Living with parents who took some coursework in
college adds slightly more than a fifth of a point and approaches a quarter point
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for the model including the overall offense index, all else constant. Although the
coefficients are reduced from the bivariate analyses, it is clear in the multivariate
models, that having residential parents who completed four years of college or
who took at least some post-baccalaureate coursework translates into a
substantial increase in GPA. Across all four models, the increase is about a half
a point, holding all else constant. These findings are consistent with the
considerable literature on educational attainment and academic achievement
that indicates that parents’ educational attainment affects their children’s
achievement and attainment.
According to the results in Table V.1, fifteen year olds have significantly
higher grade point averages than seventeen year olds. In fact, the bivariate
coefficients show that GPA for fifteen-year-old students is as much as a third of a
point higher. Sixteen-year-old students’ grades are not significantly different
from those who are seventeen.
Once other variables are accounted for in the multivariate models, this
age advantage disappears. This suggests that some other variable or variables
is/are responsible for the effect of age on grades. Another anomaly in the
relationship of age to grade point average is the appearance of statistical
significance for being sixteen compared to seventeen. In Models 1 and 4,
sixteen year olds’ grades, relative to seventeen year olds, are lower by 0.08 and
0.06, respectively. Both coefficients are small, less than a tenth of a grade point
difference, and so raises the question, “Is this a substantive difference?” One of
the hypotheses of this research states that youth who earn lower grades are
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more likely to be involved in juvenile delinquency. To the extent that this
hypothesis is borne out, this difference in GPA between sixteen and seventeen
year olds could turn out to be substantively important. Light may be shed on this
question in the second phase of analysis to be covered later in this chapter.
Consistent with a large body of research, race and GPA are related in the
bivariate model. Their coefficients are significant and in the expected direction.
Blacks and Hispanics experience lower GPAs relative to Whites while the
category combining other racial and ethnic groups exhibit higher grade point
averages. The grade point averages for Blacks and Hispanics are about a third
of a point lower than for Whites. The GPA of combined racial and ethnic groups
is approximately a quarter of a point higher than that of Whites. This could be
due to the inclusion of Asians in the combined group; however, such speculation
is not examined in this research.
The multivariate findings for the effects of race on grade point average,
net of the other variables shows that, compared to Whites, Blacks and Hispanics
earn lower grades. While the coefficients are still significant, they did decrease
in size for both Blacks and Hispanics. Specifically, Models 1 and 4 show that
Blacks earn about a quarter of a grade point lower than Whites. Blacks earn
around a fifth of a point lower than Whites in Models 2 and 3. Hispanics also
earn lower grades, all else held constant. In particular, they earn about a tenth
of a point lower than Whites, regardless of the prior delinquency index included
in the model.
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Coefficients for the racial and ethnic category “Other” indicate they earn
higher grades relative to Whites, net of the other variables. In fact, the
magnitude of the coefficients is roughly the same or even increases when each
of the prior delinquency indices is included in the model. For Models 1 and 4,
youth who are identified as some other race or ethnicity earn grades more than a
quarter of a point higher than Whites. For Models 2 and 3, youth of other races
earn nearly a third of a grade point higher than Whites, net of the other variables
in the models. As mentioned above, the inclusion of Asians in the “Other”
category could account for these results, since previous research has shown
that, on average, Asians do earn higher grades than Whites.
Girls earn higher grade point averages than boys. Specifically, in the
bivariate analysis, girls’ GPAs are nearly a third of a point higher than that of
boys. Again, in the multivariate model, girls earn a little more than a third of a
point higher than boys, net of the other variables in the models. This is true
across all four models.
Prior involvement in various types of delinquent behavior produces a
reduction in grade point average. Specifically, prior involvement in one
additional type of status, property and overall offending reduces GPA by 0.13,
0.15 and 0.10 grade points, respectively. Violent offending causes the greatest
reduction. For every additional type of prior violent offense committed, GPA is
reduced by 0.39 points, or is more than a third of a point lower.
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, there are four multivariate
models examining the relationships among grade point average and each of the
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prior delinquency indices, net of the other variables in the models. Comparing
the coefficients from the multivariate to the bivariate analyses, one can see that
while all the coefficients are still significant, the effect of delinquency on grade
point diminishes once other variables are added to the models. The decrease in
the magnitude varies depending on the types of prior offenses in which youth are
engaged. For Model 1, the decrease is quite small; however, youth who were
previously involved in additional forms of status offending are still experiencing
more than a tenth of a point decrease in GPA. For Model 2, the decrease in the
magnitude is somewhat larger as the coefficient changes from -0.15 to -0.11.
Again, youth previously engaged in one additional type of property offending
earn about a tenth of a point lower GPA, net of the other variables in the model.
Violent offending stands out compared to the other offense indices as producing
the greatest decrease in GPA. Bivariately, youth who had previously engaged in
an additional type of violent offense earn grades that were more than a third of a
point lower. In the multivariate analysis, the coefficient decreases to 0.23;
however, this means that there is still almost a quarter of a point difference in
grade point for each additional type of prior violent offense, all else held
constant. The Model 4 shows that youth who are engaged in more types of
delinquent offenses earn lower grades as well; however, this model produces the
smallest effect on grade point average (-0.08), net of the other variables in the
model.
Overall, there is nothing surprising about the bivariate findings for the
relationships among grade point average, the mediating variable in my

110

operational model, and the explanatory variables in this research. Across all four
multivariate models of prior delinquency, youth who are engaged in additional
types of prior delinquent activity earn lower grades, holding all else constant.
Model statistics (R2) indicate that each of the four models explains 20 to 21% of
the variation GPA. For individual level models, these R2 statistics explain a fair
amount of the variation. The next section will discuss the findings from the
second and third phase of hypothesis-testing that examines the relationships
among the explanatory variables and each of the four current delinquent offense
indices.

Juvenile Delinquency
This section presents the findings of the Poisson and negative binomial
regression results for the full operational model as well as the total effects model.
Coefficients are incidence rate ratios (IRR). I will take each delinquency index in
turn and describe the bivariate findings followed by a discussion of the
multivariate results. The discussion of the multivariate findings will include the
details of the total and direct effects of the explanatory variables on each type of
delinquency index as well as the implications for the indirect effects. Due to the
nature these analyses, I cannot strictly multiply along paths to determine indirect
effects; however, grades, for some of the models, are mediating the effects of
tracking on delinquency. I assess these indirect effects in two ways. First, I will
look for significant effects of the exogenous variables on grade point average
and, in turn, significant effects of grades on number of offenses committed for
each index. Second, I will report the total effects of the remaining variables in
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the model, once GPA is omitted, on delinquency and compare them to the direct
effects.

Status Offenses
Table V.2 presents the bivariate and multivariate findings for the full
model where the status offense index is the dependent variable. Incidence rate
ratios for statistically significant relationships are in the expected directions.
Model statistics show the overall model is statistically significant. In the
multivariate model for status offenses, all variables except for negative peer
exposure, being Hispanic, and prior status offending became non-significant,
indicating there are no direct effects of tracking, grades, positive peer influence,
family structure, parents’ educational attainment, age, or sex on committing
additional status offenses, net of the other variables in the model. Similarly,
there are only total effects for percent of negative peer exposure, being Hispanic,
and prior status offending. I will discuss each variable or sets of variables in
turn.
Tracking. The bivariate analysis shows that the rate of status offending
for youths in the general or college-prep tracks is 85% that of youths in the
vocational track. There is no significant difference in rates of offending for youth
in the combination track compared to those in the vocational track. Being in the
general or college-prep tracks may serve as a bond to conventional activities and
therefore, reduce the chances youth will engage in delinquent activity. Tracking
becomes non-significant in the multivariate models, thus indicating there are no
total or direct effects of tracking on number of types of status offenses.
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Grade Point Average. For the bivariate model, the incidence rate ratio is
significant and in the expected direction. Specifically, for every grade point
increase, the rate of status offending is .85 times lower. This finding is
consistent with arguments that propose commitment to conventional activities
decreases involvement in delinquency. Earning good grades can be seen as
commitment to school, a conventional institution, which may reduce one’s rate of
delinquent involvement. Grade point average, however, becomes non-significant
in the multivariate model.
Peer Exposure. These incidence rate ratios are statistically significant
and in the expected directions for the bivariate model; however, they are very
close to 1.00.31

In particular, for every 1% increase in positive peer exposure,

the rate of status offending decreases .99 times. Conversely, for every 1%
increase in negative peer exposure, the rate of status offending increases 1.01
times. These findings are quite small, but consistent with previous research
indicating that peers do have an effect on involvement in delinquency.
In the multivariate analyses, there are both direct and total effects of
negative peer exposure only on delinquency. Specifically, for every 1% increase
in negative peer exposure, the youth’s rate of committing additional status
offenses is 1.00 times higher. As pointed out earlier, a 1-unit increase on this
index is small because the index ranges from 0% to 95%. If youth move from
having no negative peer exposure to having a 50% negative peer exposure, the
31 Incidence rate ratios of 1.00 generally indicate no change; however, rate ratios were rounded to two decimal places
and may not be truly equivalent to 1.00.
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rate of engaging in additional status offenses is increased 1.10 times. 32 The
finding that negative peer influence affects involvement in delinquency is not
surprising given previous research has found a similar pattern.
Control Variables. In the bivariate analysis of family structure and
offending, blended families where a stepmother is present and single father
families are not significantly different in their rates of offending from youth living
with both biological parents. Significant findings indicate that rates of status
offending for blended families with a step-father in the home are 1.15 times
higher than those of youth living with two biological parents. Similarly, youth in
female-headed households have a rate of status offending that is 1.13 times
higher and “other” family structures have a rate 1.24 times higher than youth
living with both biological parents. Perhaps these findings indicate some
diminished level of bonding to the parental figures in the household. In the
multivariate models, however, the relationship between family structure and rate
of involvement in status offending becomes non-significant in both the full model
and the total effects model.
Bivariate analyses show that the rates of committing additional status
offenses for all other racial and ethnic groups included in this research are lower
than Whites. The rate of status offending for Blacks is 80% that of Whites.
Similarly, rates of status offending are .81 times lower for Hispanics and .80
times lower for “Others” than for Whites. The multivariate results indicate Blacks
32 In order to determine the change in the incidence rate ratio for a 50% increase in peer exposure, I used the original
IRR, took the natural log, resulting in the additive coefficient, multiplied that coefficient by 50, and took the anti-natural log
to return it to an incidence rate ratio.
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and “Others” are not significantly different from Whites in their rates of status
offending. Hispanics, however, are different. Specifically, Hispanics’ rate of
committing additional types of status offenses is 89% that of Whites.
Coefficients are the same for both total and direct effects.
There is no statistical difference between girls and boys in their rate of
status offending for either the bivariate or the multivariate models. This finding is
not surprising given these behaviors have more to do with coming of age than
with any real sex differences.
The status offending rates of fifteen year olds is 62% that of seventeen
year olds. For sixteen-year-old youth, their rate is 82% that for seventeen year
olds. Again, this is likely due to the fact that as youth age, they engage in more
and more adult behaviors like smoking, drinking and having sexual intercourse.
However, in the multivariate models, age ceases to be significant.
The rates of status offending are significantly higher for all class groups
except for youth whose residential parents have pursued their education beyond
four years of college. Specifically, youth living with parents who have completed
high school have rates of status offending that are 1.13 times higher than youth
living with parents who did not graduate from high school. The pattern is similar
for youth whose parents completed some college and who have completed four
years of college. The rates of status offending for these two groups are 1.12 and
1.16 times higher, respectively. A possible explanation for the higher rates is
that parents with higher levels of education may encourage their children to think
more critically about the world around them, thus leading them to challenge rules
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against behaviors that, except for their age, would not be illegal. The
relationship between parent’s educational attainment and rate of involvement in
status offending becomes non-significant in the multivariate models.
The rate of committing additional types of status offenses for 1999 is 1.57
times higher for each additional type of status offense committed in 1998. I am
assuming with the measurement of each of the indices of offending that if youth
are engaged in one type of offense, they are engaged in multiple offenses of that
type. While I have no data to support this supposition, it is not an illogical one.
Similarly, in the multivariate models, prior offending significantly influences
current offending. The rate of committing additional status offenses is 1.54 times
higher for youth who engaged in each additional status offense and 1.55 times
higher for the total effects model.

Status Offenses – Indirect Multivariate Effects
Table V.1 shows that being in a general or college-prep track, peer
exposure, both positive and negative, living with step-parents or in a femaleheaded household, living with parents who have at least completed high school,
being sixteen, race, sex, and having engaged in status offenses significantly
affect grade point average. If grades, in turn, affect current status offending it
can be argued there are indirect effects of each of these variables on status
offending. Table V.2 shows that for the total effects model there are no effects
of either of the track location variables on the number of types of status offenses
committed. Combined with the fact that there is no effect of grade point average
on the status offense index, I conclude there are no indirect effects of any
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variables on status offending through grade point average. Given these findings,
it appears that in this model, tracking has no total, direct or indirect effects on the
number of status offenses committed. Such findings are not supportive of the
major hypotheses of my research. Status offenses are behaviors that are
reserved for adults; therefore, tracking may not affect behaviors that are part of a
normal progression from adolescence to adulthood.
Comparison of Poisson and Logistic Regression Results. There were no
total or direct effects of tracking on the status offense index in the Poisson
regression analyses, thus indicating that tracking does not have an effect on the
number of types of status offenses respondents committed. Remember, GPA
had no direct effect on the rate of committing additional status offenses, thus
there could be no indirect effect of any of the exogenous variables on the
number of types of status offenses committed. Looking at the logistic models;
however, presents a different picture. Results indicate there is a total and direct
effect of being in the general or college-prep track, relative to the vocational
track, on whether or not youth committed status offenses. Specifically, youth in
the higher tracks were less likely than those in the lower track to engage in status
offenses, net of the other variables in the model. Grade point average is also
now significant, thus there is reason to believe that tracking does have an
indirect effect on whether or not youth engage in status offending. Findings
indicate that youth with higher grades are less likely to engage in status
offenses; therefore, the conclusion that youth in the higher track locations earn
higher grades and, that in turn, higher grades decrease the likelihood of
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committing status offenses is a reasonable conclusion (compare Table V.1, V.2
in Chapter V to Table A.4 in the Appendix).

Property Offenses
Table V.3 presents the bivariate and multivariate findings for the negative
binomial regression of the property index on the explanatory variables. Bivariate
relationships indicate that only grade point average, negative peer exposure,
being Hispanic, being female, having residential parents who have completed
some college, and having engaged in prior property offenses are statistically
significant predictors of current property offending. All other variables are nonsignificant for this model
After adding all of the explanatory variables to the model, findings indicate
that the model is statistically significant, while only three variables, grade point
average, being Hispanic, and prior property offending, appear to exert a direct
effect on property offending. Among the remaining variables that do not have a
direct affect on property offending is track location. This lack of significance
does not support my first hypothesis, namely, that youth in the vocational track
are more likely to engage in delinquency than youth in the college-prep or
general tracks. However, the total effects model shows a significant negative
effect of both tracking variables on the commission of additional property
offenses, net of the other variables in the model. Further discussion of these
results will be included later in this chapter. For now, I will cover the significant
bivariate and multivariate effects in this model.
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Grade Point Average. Table V.3 indicates that for every one point
increase in grade point average, the rate of property offending decreases by .74.
In other words, the rate of property offending for youth with higher grade point
averages is 74% that of youth with lower grades. This finding is consistent with
previous research. In the direct effects model, the rate of property offending
decreases by .81 for every 1 point increase in grade point average, net of the
other variables in the model. In other words, youth with higher GPAs have a rate
of committing another property offense that is 81% that of youth with lower
GPAs. Again, this finding is consistent with previous research.
Peer Exposure. In the bivariate analyses only negative peer exposure is
statistically significant in the model examining property offending. Specifically,
for a 1 % increase in negative peer exposure the rate of committing additional
types of property offenses increases 1.01 times. Again, this finding is not
surprising given the volume of previous literature on the influence of peers on
involvement in delinquency. However, peer exposure becomes non-significant in
the direct effects model while remaining significant in the total effects model.
The coefficient is the same as in the bivariate relationship.
Control Variables. The rate of property offending for Hispanics is 64%
that of Whites. Looking at the multivariate models, once again, Hispanics have a
rate of committing additional property offenses that is lower than Whites.
Specifically, the rate of committing an additional type of property offense, for
Hispanics, in the direct model, is 71% that of Whites, holding all else constant.
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For the total effects model, their rate of committing another type of property
offense is 73% that of Whites.
Girls commit additional property offenses at a rate that is .67 times lower
than that of boys. In the direct effect model, sex is not significant; however, in
the total effects model, girls’ rate of committing additional property offenses is
.78 times lower than boys, holding all else constant. The only significant
relationship between property offending and parents’ educational attainment is
for youth who have residential parents who have completed some college. The
rates for these youth are 1.38 times higher than for youth whose parents did not
graduate from high school. Parental educational attainment is not significant in
the direct model; however, youths whose parents have completed high school
have a rate of committing another property offense that is 73% that of youths
whose parents did not complete high school.
Not surprisingly, youth who have previously committed additional property
offenses have a higher rate of current offending. Specifically, youth who have
previously committed additional types of property offenses have a rate of
committing additional types of current property offenses that is 2.11 times higher.
When comparing the bivariate, direct and total effects models, prior property
offending continues to be significantly related to current property offending. The
direct effects model indicates that for youth who have previously engaged in one
additional prior type of property offense, the current rate of committing additional
types of property offenses is almost twice (1.97) as high, net of the other
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variables in the model. The total effects model indicates that the rate is 2.01
times higher.

Property Offenses: Indirect Multivariate Effects
Table V.1 shows that several of the explanatory variables are significantly
related to grade point average; therefore, since grade point average has a direct
effect on property offending, it can be argued that these variables have an
indirect effect on property offending through grade point average, net of the other
variables in the model. Specifically, tracking, exposure to both negative and
positive peers, step-parent, single mother and “other” family structures,
residential parents’ educational attainment, race, sex and prior property
offending all have significant effects on grade point average. I will focus on track
location, as it is the basis for two of the major hypotheses in this research. While
the major hypothesis in this study stated there would be a direct effect of tracking
on delinquency, it is not borne out. Another hypothesis is supported in that there
is an indirect effect of tracking on property offending through grade point
average, net of the other variables in the model. Using the results from the total
effects model, I find support for my hypothesis that posits an indirect effect of
tracking through grade point average. Coefficients for both general/college-prep
and combination tracks indicate that relative to youth in the vocational track, the
rates of committing additional types of property offenses are lower by .63 and
.56, respectively. Given the total effects are significant and there are no direct
effects, there is evidence of indirect effects of tracking, via GPA, on involvement
in additional property offenses, net of the other variables.
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Examining the effects of peer exposure, results from the direct effects
model shows no significant effect of negative or positive peer exposure on the
number of types of property offenses committed; however, the total effect model
indicates there is a small, but significant, indirect effect of negative peer
exposure on committing additional types of property offenses via grade point
average.
Comparison of Negative Binomial and Logistic Regression Results. The
negative binomial results indicate significant total effects of both track location
variables on involvement in additional types of property offenses. Since GPA
has a significant direct effect on the rate of the number of types of status
offenses committed, an indirect effect of tracking is supported by these analyses,
thus supporting my hypothesis that there is an indirect effect of tracking on the
rate of committing additional property offenses. Comparing these results to
those of the logistic analyses, the results differ. Specifically, there is an effect of
tracking on grades and there is a direct effect of grades on the likelihood of
engaging in property offenses; however, there are no total or direct effects of
tracking on whether or not youth are likely to commit such offenses, holding all
else constant (compare Table V.1, V.3 in Chapter V to Table A.5 in the
Appendix), suggesting no indirect effect. Further research is clearly warranted to
clarify this inconsistency.

Violent Offenses
Table V.4 presents the results of the bivariate and multivariate findings for
violent offending. The incidence rate ratios that are significant are consistent
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with previous research and in the expected directions. Age does however
provide a somewhat staggering result, which will be discussed. Other variables
that are significant in the bivariate model are grade point average, positive and
negative peer exposure, families headed by single mothers, race, fifteen-year-old
youth, youth whose parents have completed at least four years of college or
more, and youth who have engaged in prior violent offending. Once again,
tracking is not a significant predictor of involvement in violent offending.
For the direct effects model, Table V.4 shows, yet again, tracking has no
direct effect on involvement in violent offenses, net of the other variables in the
model. The effect of race, family structure, and parents’ education become nonsignificant when the full model is tested. The model statistics indicate that the
model is significant. Variables that remain significant are grade point average,
negative peer exposure, sex, age, and prior involvement in violent offenses. For
the total effects model, negative peer exposure, sex, age, parent’s educational
attainment and involvement in additional violent offenses are significant. I will
now cover the specifics of these results.
Grade Point Average. The rate of committing additional violent offenses
is .53 times lower for every point increase in grade point average. In the
multivariate model, the rate decreases .71 times for every one point increase in
grade point average, net of the other variables in the model.
Peer Exposure. For every 1% increase in positive peer exposure, the rate
of committing additional violent offenses decreases .99 times. For every 1%
increase in exposure to negative peers the rate increases 1.01 times. The total
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effects model indicates the rate increases 1.00 times while the direct effects
model shows that for every 1% increase in negative peer exposure, the rate of
violent offending increases 1.01 times, holding all else constant. These rate
ratios are very close to 1.00 which would indicate no change in the rates of
offending; therefore, I calculated the incidence rate ratios for a 50% change in
peer exposure. If youth move from having no negative peer exposure to having
50% negative peer exposure, the rate of committing additional violent offenses is
1.58 times higher for the total effects model and 1.43 times higher for the direct
effects model.
Control Variables. Column 1 of Table V.4 shows that rate of committing
an additional violent offense is 1.65 times higher for youth living in households
headed by single mothers relative to youth who live in families where both
biological parents are present. For the total effects model, the rate of engaging
in another violent offense is 1.33 times higher than for youth living in a family
with both biological parents; however, the bivariate and total effects findings
become non-significant in the direct effects model.
Black youths’ rate of engaging in an additional violent offense is 1.34
times higher than for Whites. This finding is consistent with prior research;
however, there is no significant difference in either the total or direct effects
models once the other variables are held constant. Not surprisingly, the rate of
engaging in additional violent offenses for girls is 37% that of boys. However in
the multivariate models, the rate of violent offending for girls is 45% that of boys
for the total effects model and 50% that of boys for the direct model. This finding
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is not surprising given the rates of offending for girls and boys in the U.S.
population.
The effect of age on number of types of violent offenses committed is
rather startling. The rate of committing additional violent offenses for fifteen year
olds is 2.75 times higher than for seventeen year olds in the bivariate analysis.
There is no difference in rates of violent offending for sixteen year olds
compared to seventeen year olds. Net of the other variables, the rate of fifteen
year olds is 3.96 times higher in the total effects model and 4.37 times higher
than seventeen year olds in the direct effects model. This result may be
explained by the process of maturation, that as youth age, they outgrow
delinquent involvement.
The bivariate analysis reveals that relative to youth whose parents did not
graduate high school, the rate of committing more violent offenses is .56 times
lower for youth whose parents completed four years of college and .39 times
lower for youth whose parents pursued more than four years of college. The
total effects model indicates that there is a significant difference only for youth
whose parents attended more than four years of college. Specifically, their rate
is .49 times lower compared to youth whose parents did not complete high
school. Parents’ educational attainment is no longer significant in the direct
multivariate model.
Yet again, results show that prior delinquency affects current delinquency.
The bivariate analysis shows that the rate of currently committing additional
violent offenses for youth who committed one prior additional violent offense is
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3.81 times higher. The rates of currently committing additional violent offenses
for youth who have previously engaged in an additional violent offense is 3.00
times higher, in the total effects model, and 2.82 times higher in the direct model,
holding all else constant.

Violent Offenses: Indirect Effects
Table V.1 shows that several of the explanatory variables are
significantly related to grade point average; therefore, since grade point average
has a direct effect on violent offending, it can be argued that these variables
have an indirect effect on violent offending through grade point average, net of
the other variables in the model. Specifically, tracking, peer exposure indices,
(both negative and positive), stepparent, single mother, and “other” family
structures, residential parents’ educational attainment, race, sex and prior violent
offending all have significant effects on grade point average. In terms of the
main hypotheses in this research, I will focus on track location. Specifically,
youth who are located in the general or college-prep tracks tend to earn higher
grades than youth in the vocational track, net of the other variables. Grade point
average, in turn, affects violent offending; therefore, track location may have an
indirect affect on involvement in additional types of violent offending. However,
the results from the total effects model are not significant; therefore it is not likely
that there is an indirect effect of track placement on the commission of additional
types of violent offending.
Peer exposure exerts indirect effects on violent offending. Table V.5
indicates that only negative peer exposure has a direct effect on committing
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additional types of violent offenses. Table V.1 shows that both positive and
negative peer exposure affect grade point average; therefore, since GPA affects
rates of committing additional overall offenses, both peer indices appear to have
indirect effects on the commission of additional types of violent offenses.
However, the results of the total effects model indicate that only negative peer
exposure produces an indirect effect, via GPA, on the number of types of violent
offenses committed.
Comparison of Poisson and Logistic Regression Results. Comparing
across the models, the results for violent offending are essentially the same.
Tracking affects GPA and GPA affects the rate of committing additional types of
violent offenses as well as the likelihood of committing violent offenses.
Additionally, neither set of results shows support for an indirect effect of tracking
via GPA or a direct effect of tracking on the number of types committed or
whether youth are likely to commit violent offenses given the estimated total
effects (compare Table V.1 and V.4 in Chapter V to Table A.6 in the Appendix).

Overall Offenses
Table V.5 details the bivariate results of the negative binomial regression
analysis for the overall offense index. This index was created as a general
indicator of offending regardless of the type of offenses committed. Each of the
major explanatory variables and the controls will be discussed. Table V.5 also
presents the findings for the total and direct effects models for the overall
offense index.
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Tracking. Again, there is no significant bivariate relationship between
tracking on overall offending, meaning there is no significant difference in rates
of offending for youth in the general and college-prep tracks as compared to
youth in the vocational track. For the total and direct effects models, there are
no effect of tracking on the overall offense index, holding all else constant.
Clearly, the findings do not support my hypotheses that there are direct and
indirect effects of tracking on delinquency for the overall offense index.
Grade Point Average. There is a significant bivariate relationship between
GPA and overall offending in the expected direction. Specifically, a one point
increase in GPA results in a .80 decrease in the rate of overall offending. In
keeping with previous research, this finding indicates that, in general, as grade
point average increases, the rate of committing additional overall offenses
decreases. In the direct effects model, grade point average remains significantly
related to overall offending, net of the other variables in the model. Specifically,
every point increase in grade point average results in a decrease of .92 in the
rate of engaging in additional overall offenses, holding all else constant.
Peer Exposure. Both positive and negative peer exposure have
significant effects on overall offending in the bivariate analyses. These effects,
however, are small. Findings indicate that for every 1% increase in positive peer
exposure, the rate is .99 times lower. For negative peer exposure, the rate is
1.01 times higher. Positive peer exposure ceases to be significant in the
multivariate models.
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In both the total effects and direct effects models, there are significant
effects of negative peer exposure on engaging in additional overall offenses.
Specifically, in both models, a 1% increase in negative peer exposure results in a
1.00 increase in the rate of committing additional overall offenses, controlling for
the other explanatory variables. This effect, while significant, is small. If youth
move from having no negative peer exposure to having 50% negative peer
exposure, the rate of engaging in additional overall offenses increases 1.13
times.
Control Variables. In the bivariate model for family structure, only blended
families with a stepfather, single mothers, and “Other” family structures are
significantly related to overall offending. Specifically, rates of engaging in
additional overall offenses increase for youth living in a blended family where a
stepfather is present, the rate is 1.13 times higher than for youth living with both
biological parents. For youth in female-headed households, the rate increases
1.12 times and for “other” family structures the rate increases 1.24 times
compared to the reference group. There are no total or direct effects of family
structure on the overall offenses index, meaning the rates of engaging in
additional overall offenses are not significantly different for youth living in any
other type of family structure as compared to youth living with both biological
parents.
In terms of racial differences in overall offending in the bivariate analysis,
only Hispanics have significantly different rates of offending when compared to
Whites. Hispanic youths’ rate of overall offending is 79% that of Whites. This
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holds true for both the total and direct effects models. For the multivariate
models, Hispanics have significantly lower rates overall offending relative to
Whites, holding all else constant. Specifically, Hispanics’ rate of engaging in
additional offenses is 86% that of Whites in the total effects model and 85% that
of Whites for the direct effects model.
Not surprisingly, sex differences in overall offending are also present at
the bivariate level. Girls’ rate of overall offending is 87% that of boys. There are
no effects of sex on overall offending in either of the multivariate models.
Age is related to overall offending initially. While fifteen year olds are not
significantly different from seventeen year olds in their rates of engaging in
overall offenses, sixteen year olds are. The rate for sixteen-year-old youth is
86% that of seventeen year olds. In the multivariate models, age becomes nonsignificant. The rate of committing additional overall offenses for youth who live
with parents who have completed some college is 1.16 times higher than for
youth whose parents did not complete high school. Other levels of parental
educational attainment are not significantly different and none of the parental
educational variables are significant in the multivariate models.
Lastly, the bivariate analysis reveals that youth who committed prior
overall offenses have higher rates of currently engaging in offending. The rate is
1.31 times higher for youth who have previously engaged in additional overall
offenses. For the multivariate models, there are significant total and direct
effects of engaging in prior overall offenses on rates of currently offending,
holding all else constant. The rates for the total effects and direct effects
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models, for youth who have previously committed additional types of offenses,
are 1.29 and 1.28 times higher, respectively, showing the effects are essentially
the same.
Overall Offenses: Indirect Effects
Table V.1 shows that several of the explanatory variables are significantly
related to grade point average; therefore, since grade point average has a direct
effect on additional overall offending, it can be surmised that these variables
have an indirect effect on overall offending through grade point average, net of
the other variables in the model. Specifically, tracking, peer exposure indices,
(both negative and positive), stepparent and single mother family structures,
residential parents’ educational attainment, race, sex and prior overall offending
all have significant direct effects on grade point average. Looking at the results,
the hypothesis that there is an indirect effect of track location seems to be
supported. Specifically, youth who are located in the general or college-prep
tracks tend to earn higher grades than youth in the vocational track, net of the
other variables. Grade point average, in turn, affects rates of engaging in
additional overall offenses; therefore, track location appears to indirectly affect
involvement in overall offending through grade point average. However, the total
effects model does not support such an interpretation since there are neither
total nor direct effects of tracking on the rates of committing an additional
offense.
Peer exposure also exerts indirect effects on overall offending. Table V.5
shows that only negative peer exposure has a direct effect on overall offending.
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Table V.1 shows that both positive and negative peer exposure affect grade
point average; therefore, since GPA affects rates of committing additional overall
offenses, both peer indices appear to have indirect effects on overall offending.
Specifically, as positive peer exposure increases, grades increase. As grades
increase, the rate of engaging in an additional overall offense decreases.
Conversely, as negative peer exposure increases, grades decrease. As grades
decrease, the rate of committing additional overall offenses increases. However,
the results of the total effects model indicate that only negative peer exposure
produces an indirect effect on the number of types of offenses committed
mediated by GPA.
Comparison of Poisson and Logistic Regression Results. There were no
direct effects of tracking on the overall offense index in the Poisson analyses,
thus indicating that tracking does not have a direct effect on the rate of engaging
in additional types of overall offenses. Results indicate that tracking affects
GPA, and in turn, grade point average affects the rate of committing additional
types of overall offenses, thus suggesting an indirect effect of tracking on overall
offenses. The total effects model, however, does not support such an
interpretation since there are no total effects of tracking on the rate of committing
additional types of overall offenses. Looking at the logistic models; however,
presents a slightly different picture. Results indicate there is a total and direct
effect of being in the general or college-prep track, relative to the vocational
track, on whether youth are likely to engage in overall offending. Specifically,
youth in the higher tracks were less likely than those in the lower track to engage
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in overall offenses, net of the other variables in the model. Grade point average
is also significant in the logistic model and there are total effects present, thus
there is reason to believe that tracking does have an indirect effect on whether or
not youth engage in overall offending. Findings indicate that youth with higher
grades are less likely to engage in overall offending; therefore, the conclusion
that youth in the higher track locations earn higher grades, and, that in turn,
higher grades decrease the likelihood of engaging in overall offending is a
reasonable conclusion (compare Table V.1, V.5 in Chapter V to Table A.7 in the
Appendix).

Summary
Many of the regression results were not surprising given previous
research; however, a brief overview of the findings is appropriate. I discuss the
findings in terms of the specific hypotheses laid out at the end of Chapter III.
First, I discuss the findings with respect to my tracking hypotheses. Second, I
discuss whether the findings support my hypothesis regarding the effect of grade
point average on involvement in delinquency. Finally, I discuss whether the
results support my hypothesis regarding peer exposure and delinquency.
Track Location. I hypothesized that there would be a direct negative
effect of tracking on involvement in delinquency. My findings do not support
such a hypothesis. In fact, in the models where each delinquency index served
as the dependent variable, there were no direct effect of tracking, net of the other
variables in the models. Next, I hypothesized an indirect negative effect of
tracking on involvement in delinquency through grades. There was some
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support for this hypothesis. Specifically, I found significant negative total effects
of both track location variables on the rate of engaging in additional types of
property offenses. For the model where the property offense index served as
the dependent variable, it can be argued that there is an indirect effect through
grades since being in the general/college-prep track or the combination track,
relative to a vocational track location, increases grade point average in models
where grade point served as the dependent variable, and, in turn, higher grade
point averages reduces rate of committing additional types of property offenses.
Alternatively, being in the vocational track reduces grade point average and a
reduction in GPA results in higher rates of engaging in additional types of
property offenses. As with the status offense index, there is no support for an
indirect effect of tracking on either the violent or overall offense indices.
Grade Point Average. I hypothesized that youth earning lower grades
would be more likely to engage in delinquent activity than youth who earned
higher grades. By and large, this hypothesis was supported by these data. The
exception lies in the model where the status offense index served as the
dependent variable. Otherwise, for the remaining models, grades are
significantly related, in the hypothesized direction, to rates of committing
additional types of offenses meaning youth with lower grades have higher rates
of engaging in additional types of property, violent and overall offenses, net of
the other variables in the models.
Peer Exposure. I hypothesized that as exposure to delinquent peers
increased so would involvement in delinquency. This hypothesis also received
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mixed support. For status, violent and overall offending, negative peer exposure
did have a direct, as well as an indirect effect through grades, resulting in an
increase in the rates of offending, net of the other variables in the models. A
direct effect is not supported for the model predicting involvement in property
offending; however, there is an indirect effect of negative peer exposure through
grade point average on property offending. Bivariate incidence rate ratios for
negative peer exposure were identical for the four delinquency models; however,
for property offending, the direct effect coefficient does not remain significant,
thus indicating that some other variable controlled for in the model explains away
the original bivariate relationship. There is, however, a significant total effect of
negative peer exposure through GPA on the rate of committing additional types
of property offenses. In the final chapter of this dissertation, I will discuss the
implications of these findings for the literature on links between education and
delinquency.
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Table V.1: OLS Regression of Grade Point Average on Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Explanatory Variables

Bivariate Relationships
Model 1

Multivariate Relationships
Model 2
Model 3

Model 4

Tracking Variables (Vocational Track reference Category)
General and College Tracks

0.44***

0.19**

0.21**

0.20***

0.20**

Combination Track (College and
Vocational Track Curriculum)

0.20

0.15

0.16

0.17

0.16

Positive Peer Exposure

0.01***

0.004***

0.004***

0.004***

Negative Peer Exposure

-0.01***

-0.01***

-0.01***

-0.01***

-0.005***

Two Parents - Stepfather

-0.19***

-0.11**

-0.12**

-0.12**

-0.11**

Two Parents - Stepmother

-0.34***

-0.31***

-0.33***

-0.32***

-0.32***

Single Mother

-0.28***

-0.14***

-0.16***

-0.16***

-0.15***

Single Father

-0.17*

-0.11

-0.11

-0.09

-0.09

Other Family Structures

-0.32***

-0.14

-0.18*

-0.18*

-0.13

Black

-0.34***

-0.25***

-0.20***

-0.19***

-0.25***

Hispanic

-0.26***

-0.11**

-0.09*

-0.09*

-0.11**

0.26**

0.28***

Percent of Peer Exposure
0.004***
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Family Structure Variables (Two Biological
Parents - Reference Category)

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference
Category)

Other

0.30***

0.31***

0.27***

Table V.1: OLS Regression of Grade Point Average on Explanatory Variables (N=1864) Continued
Model 1

Multivariate Relationships
Model 2
Model 3

Model 4

0.32***

0.36***

0.34***

0.34***

0.34***

Fifteen Year Olds

0.31*

0.06

0.07

0.07

0.07

Sixteen Year Olds

0.06

-0.08**

-0.04

-0.04

-0.06*

Explanatory Variables

Bivariate Relationships

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference
Category)
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Parent's Education (Less Than High
School - Reference Category)
High School

0.19***

0.20***

0.20***

0.19***

0.20***

Some College

0.26***

0.22***

0.22***

0.21***

0.23***

College
Beyond College

0.60***

0.50***

0.51***

0.48***

0.50***

0.69***

0.50***

0.51***

0.49***

0.50***

Status Offending 1998

-0.13***

---

---

---

Property Offending 1998

-0.15***

-0.12***
---

---

---

Violent Offending 1998

-0.39***

---

-0.11***
---

-0.23***

---

Overall Offending 1998

-0.10***

---

---

---

-0.08***

---

2.58***

2.47***

2.49***

2.58***

0.21***

0.20***

0.20***

0.21***

Delinquent Offending

Constant
R2
* p<.10

** p<.05 *** p<.01

Table V.2: Poisson Regression of the Status Offense Index on Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.85*

0.96

0.96

1.03

1.06

1.06

0.85***

--

0.96

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.01***

1.00*

1.00*

Two Parents - Stepfather

1.15**

1.05

1.05

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.07

0.98

0.97

Single Mother

1.13***

1.02

1.01

Single Father

1.05

0.92

0.92

Other Family Structures

1.24**

0.95

0.95

Black

0.80***

0.94

0.94

Hispanic

0.81***

0.89**

0.89**

Other

0.80*

0.92

0.93

0.99

0.96

0.98

Grade Point Average
Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
Fifteen Year Olds

0.62**

0.81

0.81

Sixteen Year Olds

0.82***

1.07

1.07
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Table V.2: Poisson Regression of the Status Offense Index on Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.13**

1.08

1.09

Some College

1.12**

1.04

1.05

College

1.16*

1.10

1.12

Beyond College

0.89

0.94

0.96

1.57***

1.55***

1.54***

Prior Delinquent Offending
Status Offending in 1998
X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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703.93 (20)*** 705.77 (21)***

Table V.3: Negative Binomial Regression of the Property Offense Index on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)
Grade Point Average

0.80

0.63*

0.66

0.86

0.56*

0.59

0.74***

--

0.81***

Percent of Peer Exposure
Positive Peer Exposure

1.00

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.01***

1.01*

1.00

Two Parents - Stepfather

0.98

0.80

0.80

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.02

1.01

0.90

Single Mother

0.85

0.87

0.84

Single Father

0.97

0.83

0.82

Other Family Structures

1.19

0.89

0.88

Black

0.83

0.95

0.91

Hispanic

0.64***

0.73*

0.71**

Other

1.07

1.17

1.27

0.67***

0.78**

0.84

Fifteen Year Olds

0.97

1.17

1.22

Sixteen Year Olds

1.08

1.16

1.17

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological
Parents - Reference Category)

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
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Table V.3: Negative Binomial Regression of the Property Offense Index on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

0.78

0.73*

0.76

Some College

1.38**

1.23

1.28

College

1.37

1.13

1.26

Beyond College

1.12

0.95

1.04

2.11***

2.01***

1.97***

Prior Delinquent Offending
Property Offending in 1998
X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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173.06 (20)*** 180.90 (21)***

Table V.4: Poisson Regression of the Violent Offense Index on Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationshipsa Total Effects Direct Effects
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.82

1.07

1.14

1.49

1.31

1.39

0.53***

--

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.01***

1.00***

1.01**

Two Parents - Stepfather

1.30

1.02

1.02

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.06

0.99

0.88

Single Mother

1.65***

1.33*

1.28

Single Father

1.54

0.91

0.93

Other Family Structures

1.29

0.90

0.90

Black

1.34*

1.14

1.07

Hispanic

0.89

0.80

0.75

Other

0.98

0.84

0.97

0.37***

0.45***

0.50***

Fifteen Year Olds

2.75**

3.96***

4.37***

Sixteen Year Olds

0.89

1.06

1.04

Grade Point Average

0.71***

Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
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Table V.4: Poisson Regression of the Violent Offense Index on Explanatory Variables (N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationshipsa Total Effects Direct Effects
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.17

1.05

1.11

Some College

1.03

0.94

0.98

College

0.56*

0.63

0.73

Beyond College

0.39***

0.49*

0.56

3.81***

3.00***

2.82***

Prior Delinquent Offending
Violent Offending in 1998a
X2 (df)

---

204.99 (20)*** 219.16 (21)***

* p<.10 ** p<.05 *** p<.01
Bivariate models were run using negative binomial regression except where poisson regression
models were required for best fit.
a
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Table V.5: Negative Binomial Regression of the Overall Offense Index on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.84

0.90

0.91

1.03

0.99

1.01

0.80***

--

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

0.99

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.01***

1.00***

1.00**

Two Parents - Stepfather

1.13*

0.99

0.99

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.06

0.99

0.96

Single Mother

1.12**

1.01

1.00

Grade Point Average

0.92***

Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)

Single Father

1.07

0.91

0.91

Other Family Structures

1.24*

0.93

0.92

Black

0.83

0.94

0.93

Hispanic

0.79***

0.86***

0.85***

Other

0.86

0.98

1.00

0.87***

0.95

0.98

Fifteen Year Olds

0.82

1.01

1.03

Sixteen Year Olds

0.86***

1.01

1.01

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
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Table V.5: Negative Binomial Regression of the Overall Offense Index on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Explanatory Variables
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.08

1.02

1.04

Some College

1.16**

1.03

1.05

College

1.14

1.07

1.11

Beyond College

0.88

0.90

0.94

1.31***

1.29***

1.28***

Prior Delinquent Offending
Overall Offending in 1998
X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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661.92 (20)*** 672.18 (21)***

Chapter VI
Conclusions and Implications
My previous research on academic achievement and juvenile
delinquency combined with my persistent interest in the influences of tracking as
a system of inequality, and a bit of serendipity, has prompted me to examine the
theoretical and empirical work on track placement and delinquency. The primary
goal of this research is to shed light on whether the structure of schooling,
tracking in particular, contributes to involvement in juvenile delinquency. As
such, and based on my review of the literature on tracking and delinquency, I
hypothesized there would be a direct and an indirect effect of track location on
involvement in juvenile delinquency. I also hypothesized that grade point
average would be negatively related to involvement in delinquency. Lastly, I
hypothesized that peer exposure would affect involvement in delinquency.
Specifically, youth located in a non-academic track, with lower grades, and
higher levels of negative peer exposure are hypothesized to be more likely to
engage in delinquency. The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to the task of
evaluating the support, or lack of support in some cases, of my hypotheses by
these data. Additionally, I will discuss these findings in light of relevant theory
and literature on this subject. Limitations of this study will be addressed as well
as possible extensions of this research.

Summary of the Results
My first hypothesis states that there will be a direct effect of track
placement on involvement in juvenile delinquency. The data do not bear out this
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hypothesis. The bivariate analyses show that tracking is significantly related to
involvement in additional types of status offending; however, there is no
significant relationship of tracking on delinquency for any of the other bivariate
models or for the direct effects models. This finding is not consistent with the
research of Hargreaves (1967), Schafer and Olexa (1971) and Kelly (1974,
1976, 1978) who all found direct effects of tracking on various kinds of
delinquency. These findings are consistent with Wiatrowski et al. (1982) who
found no direct, or indirect for that matter, effect of tracking on involvement in
delinquency. The lack of a significant direct effect may be an artifact of the
individual level at which this research was carried out. Specifically, by
conducting individual level analyses on a national probability sample of youth, I
made an implicit assumption that tracking would be defined and experienced by
all youth across the country in a similar manner. I suspect that if more structural
aspects of schools (i.e., school districts, state curricula requirements, or state,
regional or school differences in tracking programs) that potentially affect
tracking were included, my results might look different.
The second hypothesis posits an indirect effect of tracking on involvement
in delinquency. The total effects models show that, for most of the types of
delinquency included in this study, there are no indirect effects of being in either
the general/college-prep track or the combination track rather than the vocational
track on rates of committing additional types of violent or overall offenses. The
total effects model for property offenses is the exception. There are significant,
negative total effects of being in the general/college-prep track and being in the
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combination tracks on rates of engaging in additional types of property offenses
and these effects are mediated by GPA. Specifically, those in the
general/college-prep and the combination track earn higher grades relative to
students in the vocational track. Youth who earn higher grades have lower rates
of committing additional types of property offenses. There is a lack of an indirect
effect of tracking on status offenses as there is no direct effect of grades on
rates of status offending. This finding will be discussed in more detail during the
discussion of the lack of a direct effect of grades on status offending.
Considering that status offenses artificially create delinquent behavior and that
status offenses represent most of the variation in the overall offense index
combined with the likelihood that there are probably more salient factors leading
to involvement in violent offenses, the lack of direct and indirect effects is
understandable. I am encouraged; however, that for property offending there is
support for an indirect effect of tracking via grade point average, net of the other
variables in the model.
My third hypothesis states that students who earn lower grades are more
likely to be involved in delinquency than youth with higher GPAs. In general, this
hypothesis is supported by these data. There is one exception however. For the
model where status offenses serve as the dependent variable there is not a
direct effect of grades on number of types of status offenses. In reviewing the
literature, I found nothing that would indicate that the relationship between
grades and status offenses would manifest itself differently from other offenses.
I am left to conclude that the lack of support could be due to the nature of status
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offending. While committing any or all of these status offenses does constitute a
legal violation, they are less serious in nature than the remaining three types of
offending. Status offenses are only illegal due to the age of the offender and are
behaviors that, as adults, would not be criminal. It seems that the commission of
such offenses has more to do with the passage from adolescence to adulthood
than with any type of “rebellion” against a set of “middle-class” standards of
acceptable behavior or a blockage of legitimate societal goals (Merton, 1938;
Cohen, 1955; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Stinchcombe, 1964; Willis, 1977).
My final hypothesis that peer exposure would be related to delinquent
involvement is, with the exception of property offending, largely supported,
although the effects are small. The change in the incident rate ratio for a 50%
increase in negative peer exposure remains small, with the exception of violent
offending. For this model, the rate of engaging in additional types of violent
offending is nearly one and a half times higher. For status, violent and overall
offending, exposure to negative peers results in higher rates of committing
additional types of offending. For property offending, there is a significant total
effect of negative peer exposure on the rate of committing additional property
offenses, thus indicating an indirect effect of negative peers through GPA;
however, there is no direct effect of negative peers on offending. Again, I have
found nothing in the literature that would indicate property offending and
negative peer exposure would be unrelated. In fact, in the bivariate model there
was a small, but significant relationship, which became non-significant in the
multivariate model. Also, when the measures of delinquency included in the
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property index are committed by school age youth, the offending typically
happens in groups (Erickson and Jensen, 1977; Jensen and Rojek, 1998).
Perhaps, in the final analysis, negative peer exposure is not directly related to
property offending because although there is a tendency of youth to commit such
crimes in groups (Gold, 1970; Erickson and Jensen, 1977; Jensen and Rojek,
1998), the peer variable in this study is not tapping the complex nature of peer
group relations (Haynie, 2001). I will have more to say about this issue in the
next section.

Limitations of the Current Study
All research has limitations. Mine is no different. There are a few aspects
of these data or the study design that could clarify some of the non-findings of
this research or add to a better understanding of the processes at work in the
relationship of schooling to delinquency. The first limitation lies in the treatment
of grades as a mediating variable. As discussed in Chapter IV, the only viable
measure of grades available occurred prior in time to my measure of track
location, thus, strictly speaking this design violates the precepts of causal
ordering. On the other hand, research has shown that the best predictor of
current behavior is prior behavior, so I assumed that respondents’ grades over
time would be stable. It is my opinion that this modeling violation would not have
resulted in any substantive change in these results.
A second limitation has to do with the measurement of peer exposure.
There are actually two problems associated with the peer measures. The first is
the lack of any peer items in subsequent waves of the data. Had there been
150

such measures, peer exposure would have been modeled as a mediating
variable in the relationship of tracking to delinquency and possibly even between
tracking and grades. This limitation precludes any real test of tracking as a
system of stratification that constrains the development of friendship networks,
which could ultimately be affecting involvement in delinquency, a focus I am
interested in examining. Related to this limitation is the inability of examining the
effect of peers on tracking and tracking on peers over time. There is likely a
reciprocal relationship between these two concepts.
The second problem with the peer variables, and one that could account
for the small, though significant, effects, is that the first wave questionnaire item
asks about the percent of “… kids in your grade…” that engage in various
positive and negative behaviors. Peers and friends are generally not thought of
as equivalent in terms of emotional closeness or importance. Peers are people
who share a similar social location in life. They are not necessarily people with
whom one is bonded, thus peer exposure, either negative or positive, may be an
even less effective measure of delinquent involvement than the percentage of
close friends a youth has who engage in either positive or negative behaviors.
Lastly, while a majority of schools in the United States continue to track
their students into roughly homogeneous groups for learning and teaching
purposes, there seems to be much diversity in the way tracking is created across
and within school systems. Due to a lack of school-level variables in the mainfile data of the NLSY 1997, I was unable to account for school structures and
processes, that may affect tracking, which could capture the nuances of the
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various ways tracking is likely experienced by youth across the United States. A
clarification of the various types of tracking would be useful. Along these same
lines, a clarification of when tracking actually begins is necessary. Does tracking
unofficially begin in elementary school via ability groups or does tracking start in
junior high via accelerated courses available to high achievers. Determining
when tracking actually begins will affect the timeline and the detail of the data
that must be gathered to adequately determine the effects tracking has on
numerous outcomes, delinquency included.

Suggestions for Future Research
At the end of Chapter I, I aspired to take up Kelly’s (1978) charge by
examining the structural organization of schooling in order to better understand
the potential effects of educational stratification on delinquent outcomes. By
focusing on the role tracking plays in the commission of delinquency, I believe I
have, in part, made progress toward this goal. There are however, important
potential extensions of this research.
First, and foremost, the relationship between tracking and peers needs
further examination. In particular, I think it would be useful in future research to
be able to test whether track location affects friendship opportunities and if so,
whether and how these structurally induced friendships affect involvement in
delinquency. Essentially, my question is, “Do tracks serve as a mechanism for
creating friendship groups?” If so, as Hallinan and Sørensen (1985) suggest
they do, does the differential social organization of tracking, in general, and lower
tracks specifically, contribute to the creation of a subculture whereby
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disillusioned, disenchanted, and disengaged students are concentrated more
than they otherwise would be (Brint, 1998)?
A second extension of this research reiterates a call to refine and clarify
our peer association measures. Agnew (1991) and Matsueda and Anderson
(1998) challenge social scientists to move beyond the simple measure of number
of delinquent friends. Haynie (2001) undertakes such a challenge and
concludes that structural aspects of friendship networks such as density,
centrality, and popularity may moderate the effect of peer influence on
delinquency.
Lastly, multi-level models, which can account for variation within and
between schools, would provide a fuller explication of the structures and
processes that affect tracking, which in turn, may be revealed as important
predictors of delinquent outcomes. If future research is to shed light on the
social processes producing and reproducing inequality in schools, measurement
and model refinement is needed.
In the end, what does this study have to say about schooling and
delinquency? First, academic achievement matters with respect to juvenile
delinquency. This repeated finding is monumental in terms of trying to address
the problem of delinquency. Second, there is reason to believe that track
location does have an indirect effect on the commission of additional property
offenses. When youth fall through the cracks, it is tragic and costly for and to the
youth and society. Combined with the research findings that illustrate other
undesirable outcomes of tracking, we must ask, “Is this structuring of students
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worth the cost relative to the pedagogical benefits?” At the very least, this study
mandates continued research, correcting for, to the extent possible, the
shortcomings of this and previous research on tracking. I advocate bringing
tracking “back in” to comprehensive studies of juvenile delinquency.
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Appendices
Appendix A.1
Items used for the creation of the Status Offense Index

The following questions were asked of respondents. These items were used to create
the Violent Offense Index.
Sexual Intercourse33:
Have you had sexual intercourse since the last interview on [date of last interview], that
is, made love, had sex, gone all the way with a person of the opposite sex?
1
0

Yes
No

Underage Smoking:
Have you smoked a cigarette since the last interview on [date of last interview]?
1
0

Yes
No

Underage Drinking:
Have you ever had a drink of an alcoholic beverage since date of last interview on [date
of last interview]? (By drink we mean a can or bottle of beer, a glass of wine, a mixed
drink, or a shot of liquor.)
1
0

Yes
No

Running Away34:
Have you ever run away, that is, left home and stayed away at least over night without
your parent’s prior knowledge or permission since date of last interview on [date of last
interview]?
1
0

Yes
No

33 The questions regarding sexual intercourse were not asked of respondents under the age of fourteen.
34 The questions regarding running away were not asked of respondents who were 17 and older.
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Appendix A.2
Items used to create the Property Offense Index
The following questions were asked of respondents. These items were used to create
the Violent Offense Index.
Vandalism:
Since the last interview on [data of last interview], have you purposely damaged or
destroyed property that did not belong to you?
1
0

Yes
No

Petty Theft:
Since the last interview on [data of last interview], have you ever stolen something from a
store or something that did not belong to you worth less than 50 dollars?
1
0

Yes
No

Theft:
Since the last interview on [data of last interview], have you ever stolen something from a
store, person, or house, or something that did not belong to you worth 50 dollars or more,
including stealing a car?
1
0

Yes
No

Other Property Crimes:
Since the last interview on [data of last interview], have you ever committed other
property crimes such as fencing, receiving, possessing or selling stolen property, or
cheated someone by selling them something that was worthless or worth much less that
what you said it was?
1
0

Yes
No
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Appendix A.3
Items used to create the Violent Offense Index
The following questions were asked of respondents. These items are used to create the
Violent Offense Index.
Handgun Possession:
Have you ever carried a handgun since the last interview on [data of last interview]?
When we say handgun, we mean any firearm other than a rifle or shotgun.
1
0

Yes
No

Assault:
Since the last interview on [data of last interview], have you ever attacked someone with
the idea of seriously hurting them or have ended up in a serious fight or assault of some
kind?
1
0

Yes
No

166

Table A.4: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Status Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks Together
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.47**

0.39***

0.41**

0.84

0.75

0.77

0.69***

--

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.02***

1.00*

1.01

Two Parents - Stepfather

1.77***

1.53

1.49*

Two Parents - Stepmother

Grade Point Average

0.79***

Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)
1.37

1.08

1.00

Single Mother

1.19

0.95

0.92

Single Father

1.03

0.77

0.75

Other Family Structures

1.49

0.86

0.83

Black

0.71***

0.84

0.78

Hispanic

0.66***

0.80

0.77

Other

0.65

1.01

1.07

0.93

0.85

0.93

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
Fifteen Year Olds

0.68

0.93

0.93

Sixteen Year Olds

0.69***

0.92

0.91
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Table A.4: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Status Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864) Continued
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.31*

1.35

1.41*

Some College

1.18

1.00

1.06

College

1.32

1.41

1.57*

Beyond College

0.93

0.94

1.05

Prior Delinquent Offending
Status Offending in 1998

13.98***

X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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13.70***

13.28***

623.37 (20)*** 630.73 (21)***

Table A.5: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Property Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks Together
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)
Grade Point Average

0.94

0.83

0.86

0.85

0.72

0.74

0.80***

--

0.85*

Percent of Peer Exposure
Positive Peer Exposure

1.00

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.00

1.00

1.00

Two Parents - Stepfather

1.01

0.94

0.92

Two Parents - Stepmother

0.63

0.56

0.53

Single Mother

0.86

0.88

0.86

Single Father

0.66

0.53*

0.52*

Other Family Structures

0.98

0.84

0.82

Black

0.87

1.07

1.04

Hispanic

0.61

0.69*

0.68**

Other

0.95

1.23

1.29

0.74***

0.85

0.90

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
Fifteen Year Olds

1.28

1.51

1.54

Sixteen Year Olds

1.19

1.29*

1.29*
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Table A.5: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Property Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864) Continued
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

0.84

0.70

0.72

Some College

1.76***

1.35

1.40*

College

1.67**

1.35

1.46

Beyond College

1.07

0.86

0.93

Prior Delinquent Offending
Property Offending in 1998

5.24***

X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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5.12***

5.00***

196.34 (20)*** 199.82 (21)***

Table A.6: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Violent Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks Together
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.80

1.12

1.18

1.26

1.08

1.14

0.52***

--

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.02***

1.01***

1.01***

Grade Point Average

0.70***

Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)
Two Parents - Stepfather

1.28

1.08

1.06

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.21

1.08

0.94

Single Mother

1.80***

1.51**

1.45*

Single Father

1.64

1.37

1.36

Other Family Structures

0.90

0.66

0.62

Black

1.41**

1.10

1.04

Hispanic

0.85

0.69

0.66*

Other

0.77

0.57

0.66

0.40***

0.42***

0.46***

Fifteen Year Olds

2.75**

5.88***

6.26***

Sixteen Year Olds

0.88

1.09

1.09

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
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Table A.6: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Violent Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864) Continued
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.10

0.93

0.98

Some College

1.02

0.87

0.92

College

0.49**

0.52*

0.60

Beyond College

0.35***

0.38**

0.44*

2.68***

5.38***

4.99***

Prior Delinquent Offending
Violent Offending in 1998
X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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188.71 (20)*** 199.65 (21)***

Table A.7: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Overall Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864)
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Tracking Variables (Vocational Track - Reference
Category)
General and College Tracks Together
Combination Track (College and Vocational
Track Curriculum)

0.46**

0.45**

0.48**

0.77

0.83

0.85

0.68***

--

Positive Peer Exposure

0.99***

1.00

1.00

Negative Peer Exposure

1.02***

1.01**

1.01**

Grade Point Average

0.80***

Percent of Peer Exposure

Family Structure Variables (Two Biological Parents Reference Category)
Two Parents - Stepfather

1.82***

1.61

1.56**

Two Parents - Stepmother

1.16

0.89

0.84

Single Mother

1.20

1.01

0.98

Single Father

1.15

0.81

0.79

Other Family Structures

1.26

0.72

0.69

Black

0.75**

0.83

0.78

Hispanic

0.62***

0.70**

0.68**

Other

0.68

1.15

1.21

0.82*

0.80*

0.87

Fifteen Year Olds

0.86

1.52

1.51

Sixteen Year Olds

0.73***

0.96

0.94

Ethnicity & Race (Whites - Reference Category)

Sex (Males - Reference Category)
Sex
Age (Seventeen Year Olds - Reference Category)
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Table A.7: Logistic Regression of Involvement in Overall Offenses on Explanatory Variables
(N=1864) Continued
Bivariate
Relationships Total Effects Direct Effects
Explanatory Variables
Parent's Education (Less Than High School Reference Category)
High School

1.22

1.13

1.17

Some College

1.19

0.92

0.98

College

1.34

1.30

1.46

Beyond College

0.92

0.81

0.91

Prior Delinquent Offending
Overall Offending in 1998

11.51***

X2 (df)
* p<.10

--** p<.05 *** p<.01
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10.86***

10.86***

525.92 (20)*** 533.03 (21)***

