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Abstract 
School violence and weapons at school are a major concern for community members, school admin-
istrators, and policy makers. This research examines both student-level and school-level variables 
that predict middle school students’ willingness to report a weapon at school under several reporting 
conditions. Results substantiate previous analyses of these data that student-level variables explain 
students’ willingness to report a weapon but extend these findings to include school climate varia-
bles that affect willingness to report (i.e., collective identity and conflict). School climate variables 
were also shown to influence reporting under conditions in which there would be consequences for 
the weapons-carrying student or for the reporting student; however, school climate was not found 
to influence anonymous reporting conditions. Although policies aimed at improving school climate 
may increase a student’s willingness to report and are important in their own right, improving a 
school’s climate may be a daunting task. This research, therefore, suggests that the most efficient way 
to encourage weapons reporting is to provide students with an anonymous way to report. 
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Introduction 
 
Although school-associated violent deaths account for less than 1% of homicides among 
school-age children (Anderson et al., 2001), there is widespread fear among parents and 
school officials that school shootings could take place in their community (Garcia, 2004; 
Sullivan, 2002). Moreover, students are also fearful of school violence and report that they 
are more afraid of being attacked in school than outside of school (Dinkes, Cataldi, & Lin-
Kelly, 2007). With this emerging fear, and wave of media reports about school shootings, 
law enforcement and school officials are searching for solutions to reduce school violence 
generally and weapons-related violence more specifically. 

Currently, several initiatives have emerged to target school violence. Most notable are 
zero tolerance policies that require a minimum 1-year suspension for weapons possession 
in school (Federal Gun-Free Schools Act, 1994). Schools have also implemented other pre-
ventative measures such as security cameras, the presence of law enforcement, random 
searches, locked entrances, duress alarms, and metal detectors to “beef up” security (Gar-
cia, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Most of these options, however, have gen-
erated some controversy. For example, random searches by school officials arguably vio-
late students’ rights (Beger, 2003) and are thought to be ineffective (Mawson, Lapsley, 
Hoffman, & Guignard, 2002). Furthermore, metal detectors are very expensive, and their 
effectiveness is questionable (Garcia, 2004; Skiba et al., 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 
2009). 

Because these policies have not been met with much success, policy makers are explor-
ing alternatives to these strict and punitive measures. In 2002, one such program was ini-
tiated by PAX (Real Solutions to Gun Violence), a nonprofit agency aimed at reducing gun 
violence toward children and families. The agency’s “Speak Up” program is a national 
campaign that includes an anonymous hotline and public service announcements that en-
courage students to report other students who may be threatening violence or carrying a 
weapon to school (About Speak Up, 2006). In Tennessee, an effort called “Be Cool, Don’t 
Let Guns Rule” is similarly encouraging students to report potential weapons at school 
and school events through an anonymous hotline as a joint effort between a local sheriff’s 
office, Crime Stoppers, and the U.S. Department of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (Koch, 
2008). According to the Safe School Initiative, encouraging students to report a weapon is 
important because in approximately three-fourths of the recent school attacks, at least one 
person had information about the potential attack and in most cases this person was a peer, 
friend, school mate, or sibling (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002). 

A recent study by Brank et al. (2007) explored student characteristics associated with 
willingness to report but did not examine school-level characteristics. Other research has 
indicated that accounting for school variables can further contribute to understanding pre-
dictive characteristics of student’s behavior (e.g., Beaver, Wright, & Maume, 2008; Bryk & 
Raudenbush, 1992; Payne, 2008; Stewart, 2003; Wilcox & Clayton, 2001) like weapons re-
porting. Therefore, the current research investigates how school characteristics may influ-
ence willingness to report weapon carrying, while extending the analyses from Brank et 
al. (2007), which accounted for student characteristics. Informed by research on school cli-
mate—school structural and social characteristics are examined to better understand how 



W Y L I E  E T  A L . ,  Y O U T H  V I O L E N C E  A N D  J U V E N I L E  J U S T I C E  8  (2 0 1 0 )  

3 

context might influence willingness to report and willingness to report under various sit-
uations. In other words, how are the correlates of weapons reporting different if reporting 
is anonymous, if there are known consequences for the person reporting, and if there are 
known consequences for the student carrying the weapon? 
 
Literature Review 
 
To date, research examining how school context influences adolescent behavior has largely 
focused on how school variables predict delinquency, violence, victimization, academic 
performance, and self-control (e.g., Anderson, 1982; Beaver et al., 2008; Burrow & Apel, 
2008; Brookmeyer, Fanti, & Henrich, 2006; Payne, Gottfredson, & Gottfredson, 2003; 
Plucker, 1998; Stewart, 2003; Turner, Piquero, & Pratt, 2005; Welsch, Greene, & Jenkins, 
1999; Wilcox & Clayton, 2001); however, how school contextual factors influence weapons 
reporting among students has received virtually no empirical attention. Furthermore, no 
research to date has examined both school climate factors that influence reporting and dif-
ferent circumstances in which students are willing to report other students carrying weapons. 

Before describing the methods and data used for the current analysis, we discuss several 
key literatures on schools and weapons. First, we discuss the prevalence of weapons in 
schools and current policy initiatives surrounding school violence, weapons at schools, 
and aims at efforts to reduce school attacks. Then, we discuss the limited research that has 
assessed factors related to students reporting other students for carrying weapons at 
school. Finally, relying on research on school climate and community research, we discuss 
how schools that adolescents attend not only vary but how these contexts can influence 
reporting practices. 
 
Current Policies Addressing Weapons in School 
A national survey on school crime and safety found that approximately 6% of students 
reported carrying a weapon to school during the prior 30 days. Although from 1993 to 1999 
the percentage of students carrying a weapon to school declined from 12% to 6%, no meas-
urable change has been observed from 1999 to 2007 (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 
In a recent analysis of the 2001 School Crime Supplement of the National Crime Victimi-
zation Survey, consisting of a nationally representative sample of students, about 5% of 
students reported that they knew a peer had carried a weapon to school (Cao, Zhang, & 
He, 2008). Similarly, one in five students reported fear of being victimized with a weapon 
at school (Brown & Benedict, 2004) and between 4% and 11% of students (varying across 
participating states) reported being injured or threatened with a weapon at school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2009). 

Endeavors for reducing weapons in school have focused on methods that reduce op-
portunities for weapons carrying by increasing associated risks and decreasing rewards 
(see Theory of Situational Crime Prevention [SCP] in Clarke, 1997). For example, school 
officials have increased security measures to now include security cameras, locker checks, 
metal detectors, the presence of security guards or police officers, increased adult supervi-
sion in hallways, and locked entrances (Garcia, 2004; Snell, Bailey, Carona, & Mebane, 
2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2009). With respect to metal detectors, a nationwide 
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sample indicated that 10% of schools contained metal detectors in 2007 (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2009). Although metal detectors may reduce weapons in schools (Catalano, 
Loeber, & McKinney, 1999), opponents argue that the advantages do not outweigh the 
disadvantages. School officials claim they are too expensive and are ineffective because 
monitoring students is difficult when the majority of students enter school just minutes 
before the bell (De Vise, 2008; Garcia, 2004). Furthermore, if a student is highly motivated 
to bring a weapon into school, the student could simply find an entrance that does not 
contain metal detectors because the expense for guarding all entrances would be prohibi-
tive (Toby, 2002). In response to the high cost of metal detectors, some school districts pur-
chase metal wands that security guards can use to randomly search students; however, 
occasionally searching students has not shown to be an effective method for preventing 
weapon carrying and use (Mawson et al., 2002). 

The most ubiquitous policies have been punitive measures such as zero tolerance poli-
cies that require administrators to expel a student for 1 year if the student brings a gun on 
school property (Casella, 2003; Federal Gun Free Schools Act, 1994). Although these “tough 
on crime” policies are commonplace in most schools, some argue that zero tolerance poli-
cies are unsuccessful (Skiba et al., 2006). Proponents of such policies argue they have re-
duced weapons in schools; yet this reduction has not been empirically supported. Oppo-
nents of zero tolerance policies suggest that such intrusive security may actually cause 
more harm by interfering with the school’s climate and educational environment (Beger, 
2003; Skiba et al., 2006). 

Because metal detectors are not an ideal solution and punitive “get tough” measures 
also may not be effective at reducing school violence, other types of programs to reduce 
weapons carrying in schools should be explored—especially programs to enhance com-
munication among students (Brinkley & Saarnio, 2006; Cao et al., 2008; Casella, 2003). Re-
cently, programs have emerged, which attempt to increase communication within schools 
using anonymous tip lines, including “Be Cool, Don’t Let Guns Rule” (Koch, 2008), and 
the PAX “Speak Up” (About Speak Up, 2006) initiatives. For the 2007–2008 academic year, 
the U.S. Department of Education (2009) reported that 31% of schools had a structured 
anonymous threat-reporting system. In light of new programs such as these, some ques-
tions arise: How willing are students to report another student for carrying a weapon? What 
school-level factors may contribute to an increase in student weapon reporting? Moreover, 
under what circumstance or situation is a student most likely to report a weapon? And do 
those circumstances change based on the school climate? 
 
Students’ Likelihood of Reporting 
Currently, limited research exists on students’ willingness to report other students for 
bringing a weapon to school. Of the few studies that have examined weapons reporting, 
most have examined weapons reporting behavior at a single level of analysis (not account-
ing for the multilevel nature of student’s behavior in schools). In these studies, weapons 
reporting has been attributed to student-related variables (Brank et al., 2007; Brinkley & 
Saarnio, 2006; Friman et al., 2004; Newman, Murray, & Lussier, 2001), parent-related vari-
ables (Brank et al., 2007), or school-related variables (Brinkley & Saarnio, 2006). In addition, 
weapons reporting has been attributed to the conditions under which a student would 



W Y L I E  E T  A L . ,  Y O U T H  V I O L E N C E  A N D  J U V E N I L E  J U S T I C E  8  (2 0 1 0 )  

5 

report, such as anonymously (Brank et al., 2007) or when there are negative social conse-
quences for reporting another student’s delinquent behaviors (Friman et al., 2004; Schleid-
linger, 2003). 

Although not specifically explored in the student weapons reporting context, a theoret-
ical explanation often explored in criminological offending and decision-making research 
concerns rational choice theories, which may explain students’ willingness to report an-
other student (often called “tattling”; e.g., Casella, 2003; Cornish & Clarke, 1986; Klepper 
& Nagin, 1989; Paternoster, 1989; Pratt, 2008). According to the theory, willingness to re-
port another student’s negative behaviors at school would be based on anticipated costs 
and benefits of reporting. For example, research has suggested that when students are 
asked to rate the likeability of their peers, they provide lower ratings of likeability to those 
they consider tattletales (Friman et al., 2004). Thus, students may view tattling on another 
student as contributing to negative social consequences that outweigh the benefits of re-
porting the student (Friman et al., 2004; Schleidlinger, 2003). Research on reporting and 
seeking help from school officials, however, assumes that middle school students perceive 
violence as negative and would therefore see the benefits of reporting it. However, a recent 
study found that the majority of students described past instances of violence at school as 
enjoyable (Kerbs & Jolley, 2007), which may influence whether they would report the inci-
dent to a school official. 

Another potential reason for a student’s unwillingness to report weapons is a lack of 
attachment to conventional social ties. As explained by Wilcox Rountree (2000), students 
may carry weapons because they do not have strong ties or a strong stake in conforming 
to conventional institutional rules. Indeed, Wilcox Rountree cites that a number of studies 
have confirmed that a low social bond is positively related to weapon carrying. Similarly, 
students may be unwilling or simply unlikely to report because they lack the social bonds 
necessary to view weapons carrying as wrong. 

Two studies to date have explored a student’s willingness to report a potentially violent 
situation at school. The first is a descriptive study by Brinkley and Saarnio (2006) in which they 
surveyed students (n = 1,100) in four midsouthern schools about four issues: (a) knowledge 
of prior instances when another student has brought a weapon or threatened violence, 
(b) willingness to report a potentially violent incident, (c) their participation in a violent 
incident, and (d) their view of the school’s climate. Results from this study suggest that 
younger female students were more likely to report a potentially violent situation. Fur-
thermore, students who viewed the school unfavorably were less likely to report a poten-
tially violent situation to an adult. Although the study of Brinkley and Saarnio (2006) is 
informative, its methods are mostly descriptive and thus unable to isolate the most im-
portant factors that influence willingness to report. Moreover, the data from this study 
include only four schools all located within the same geographic location. 

Research by Brank et al. (2007) is the only known study that has used multivariate anal-
yses to address students’ willingness to report the presence of a weapon at school. This 
study explored factors such as connectedness with trusted adults, self-reported delin-
quency, and involvement with delinquent peers. The study aimed to identify the profile of 
a student most likely to report a weapon at school and the conditions under which a stu-
dent is most likely to report. Findings suggested that students with more perceived adult 
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or parent involvement are more likely to report a weapon and those who are delinquent 
and who associate with delinquent peers are less likely to report. In addition, the likelihood 
of reporting increased when the student could do so anonymously, if the weapon-carrying 
student was a friend. 
 
The Relationship between School Climate and Student Outcomes 
Several studies have linked student behaviors to the climate of the schools they attend. 
School climate and the effects on student behavior have their roots in the educational psy-
chology literature (e.g., Anderson, 1982; Brookmeyer et al., 2006; Esposito, 1999; Loukas & 
Murphy, 2007; Plucker, 1998; Reinke & Herman, 2002; Ruus et al., 2007). However, research 
in criminology and delinquency has also recognized that a school’s climate can greatly 
affect its students’ behavior (e.g., Beaver et al., 2008; Payne et al., 2003; Stewart, 2003; 
Turner et al., 2005; Welsch et al., 1999; Wilcox & Clayton, 2001) because schools are de-
scribed as having a “personality” that can either inhibit or foster antisocial behavior (An-
derson, 1982). School climate can be defined by several factors contributing to the overall 
environment of the school: ecological environment (size, building conditions), social mi-
lieu (race, gender, and socioeconomic status [SES]), organizational structure (curriculum 
and decision making), culture (peer and faculty norms; Anderson, 1982), and student con-
nectedness (how connected a student feels to the school and other students; McNeely, 
Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002). 

The most documented area of research on school climate has been the relationship of 
school climate with antisocial or delinquent behavior. In an analysis of 254 schools, Gott-
fredson, Gottfredson, Payne, and Gottfredson (2005) found that school climate variables 
explained more variance than community-based externally determined variables such as 
urbanicity, residential crowding, and poverty and disorganization. The results indicate 
that schools where students perceived the rules to be clear, fair, or enforced consistently 
had less delinquent behavior and less student victimization. A recent study examining 
middle school students’ perceptions of school climate found that perceived student friction 
was significantly related to increased conduct problems (Loukas & Murphy, 2007). Fur-
thermore, in schools where students felt more connected, students had lower levels of mis-
conduct (Payne, 2008; Payne et al., 2003; Stewart, 2003), were less likely to engage in violent 
behaviors at school (Murray & Murray, 2004; Ochoa, Lopez, & Elmer, 2007; Sprott, 2004), 
had lower levels of aggression (Reis, Trockel, & Mulhall, 2007), were less likely to victimize 
other students (Burrow & Apel, 2008), were less involved in crimes such as property of-
fenses (Sprott, 2004), were less often exposed to weapons, and committed fewer weapons 
crimes (Brookmeyer et al., 2006). Studies have also suggested that school climate variables 
may be better at predicting less serious misbehavior, whereas individual-level factors may 
be more useful in explaining serious misbehavior (Welsh, 2001, 2003). 

Although limited research has examined school climate and weapons reporting, Wilcox 
and Clayton (2001) used a multilevel model that assessed the effect of school-level and 
student-level variables on weapons carrying in school. Results revealed that the likelihood 
of carrying a weapon significantly varied across schools, even while controlling for student-
level differences. School SES (as measured by the proportion of students on free school 
lunch) was a significant school-level predictor of weapons carrying; specifically, weapons 
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carrying was more likely in schools having a higher proportion of students on free lunch. 
Interestingly, school SES was mediated by the school’s “social capital,” which is an indica-
tor of established informal social controls and effective communication networks among 
students, parents, and administrators. According to the authors, a school climate that has 
greater “social capital” decreases the opportunity for delinquent behavior through infor-
mal social control, in contrast to a school climate with greater “schools deficit” (as indicated 
by difficulties in maintaining communication networks; Wilcox & Clayton, 2001). Findings 
suggest that SES and a school’s informal social control, as measured by school climate in-
dicators, may help explain variations in students’ behavior across schools and that school 
climate may be predictive of student’s weapon-carrying behavior. 

Although studies on school climate have largely centered on how school climate relates 
to antisocial behavior, research has also explored how school climate relates to prosocial 
behavior (Plucker, 1998; Reinke & Herman, 2002; Ruus et al., 2007). Intervention research 
has shown that improving school climate may influence students’ optimism, their psycho-
logical and physiological well-being, and academic success (Esposito, 1999; Ruus et al., 
2007). School climate has also been associated with improved student social development 
(Esposito, 1999), an increase in future positive aspirations (Plucker, 1998), and a reduction 
in conduct problems for girls (Loukas & Murphy, 2007). 
 
The Current Study 
 
In light of prior research acknowledging the importance of studying the effect of school-
level variables on students’ behavior, this study will advance prior research on weapons 
reporting to include analyses that examine the effects of both student variables and school 
climate variables on willingness to report a weapon. Moreover, the current research will 
also consider whether there are differences among students’ likelihood of reporting under 
varying circumstances; such as when reporting is anonymous, when there may be conse-
quences for the student with the weapon, and when there may be consequences for the 
student who reports. 

It is hypothesized that individual-level student variables will still significantly contrib-
ute to whether a student would report another student with a weapon (Brank et al., 2007), 
but it is expected that school climate variables will also significantly contribute to whether 
a student would report a weapon. More specifically, schools that have a more positive 
school climate, independent of other school structural variables, will have students who 
are more likely to report a weapon. It is also hypothesized that school climate variables 
will differentially affect willingness to report under various reporting conditions. With re-
spect to general willingness to report and willingness to report when consequences exist 
for either student, prior research suggests that a positive school climate would promote 
prosocial behavior such as reporting and decrease the occurrence of negative social conse-
quences for reporting. However, it is hypothesized that school climate will not affect anony-
mous reporting. Specifically, Brank et al. (2007) found that anonymous reporting was an 
important variable for increasing a student’s willingness to report; thus, anonymous con-
ditions are most likely influenced by individual student characteristics and not influenced 
by external school climate factors. Results from this extension of the Brank et al. (2007) 
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analysis will provide useful information for policy makers and school administrators to 
either amend or extend current policies. If our hypotheses are supported, then improving 
school climate may be more beneficial than policies implementing punishments as deter-
rents. Furthermore, in light of recent programs such as anonymous hotlines, understand-
ing how school climate can affect students’ weapons reporting under varying circumstances 
may provide insight to enhance the use of these anonymous reporting programs. 
 
Method 
 
Data and Sampling 
As part of a larger project on middle school youth violence, 3,197 middle school students 
from 27 schools in five states (Florida, Texas, California, New Jersey, and Connecticut) 
participated in the current research (see Brank et al., 2007). The five states were chosen 
because they represented different geographic regions (e.g., Northeast, South, and West) 
and project members had prior contacts with schools in these states. Initial mail contacts 
with school district representatives were followed by e-mail and phone contact. From the 
27 schools that agreed to participate, we selected a random subset of classes (excluding 
special education) to participate. Caretaker permission forms were sent home in the sam-
pled classrooms and the schools were paid two dollars for each returned form, whether or 
not the student’s caretaker granted permission for participation. For schools with a high 
proportion of Hispanic students, consent forms were also written in Spanish. 

Data collection took place in the school auditorium, cafeteria, library, or classroom. The 
researchers read a script at the beginning of each session by which students were informed 
that the survey was anonymous, participation was voluntary, and they could skip any 
questions that made them feel uncomfortable or that they did not wish to answer. Students 
were given up to 50 min to complete the survey. Once students finished with the survey, 
they placed it directly in a box rather than returning it to the researcher to ensure anonym-
ity. Students were not compensated for their participation. 

Participants’ ages ranged from 10 to 16 (M = 12.62, SD = .02), and of the students sam-
pled, 60.3% were female and 39.7% were male (coded as male = 0, female = 1). The racial and 
ethnic distribution of the sample was Hispanic (31.9%), followed by White (31.36%), Black 
(19.31%), Multiracial or Other (10.92%), Asian (3.59%), and Native American (2.91%; all 
dummy coded with White = 0). Students were evenly distributed across all three grades, 
with the majority of students in 6th grade (36.97%), followed by 7th grade (33.63%), and 
then 8th grade (29.40%). Academic performance was measured by asking students what 
grades they received the previous school year. Students in the current sample reported 
above-average grades, with more than 50% of students reporting they had received either 
“mostly A’s” or “mostly A’s and B’s,” over 30% of students reporting they had received 
either “mostly B’s” or “mostly B’s and C’s,” and the remainder receiving grades of either 
“mostly C’s” and below. 

In Brank et al. (2007), a small number of students (n = 36) were excluded because their 
ages were out of range for a middle school student (i.e., 10, 15, or 16 years old). This was 
done because the objective of Brank et al. was to explore the profile of a middle school 
student most likely to report a weapon; thus, student demographic outliers were important 
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to identify and remove. The current analyses, however, did not exclude students based on 
demographic outliers because our current objective was to explore school context variables 
and including these students was important for aggregating school-level variables because 
schools usually have students outside the “normal” age range. 
 
Dependent Variables 
 
Likelihood of weapons reporting 
Four questions were used to measure willingness to report under different circumstances. 
The four reporting circumstances include general willingness to report, report if respond-
ent can remain anonymous, report if there are consequences for the one reporting, and 
report if there are consequences for the student carrying the weapon. 

A single question was used to generally assess whether students would report another 
student who brought a knife, gun, or other weapon to school and was dichotomously coded 
as no (0) or yes (1). In the current sample, 69.5% of students said they would report a student 
for carrying a weapon in school. To measure willingness to report under anonymous cir-
cumstances, one question was used and asked whether students would report another stu-
dent if they could do so without giving their name and was dichotomously coded as no (0) 
or yes (1). In the current sample, 81.9% said they would report a student carrying a weapon 
to school if they could do so anonymously. 

Two additional scales were used to measure whether students would report another 
student who had a weapon if there were consequences for the student carrying the weapon 
and if there were consequences for themselves (the “tattler” or reporter). Item responses 
were on a 4-point Likert-type scale of definitely would not report (coded 1), probably would 
not report (coded 2), probably would report (coded 3), and definitely would report (coded 4). 
Higher scores on these measures indicated a higher likelihood of reporting another stu-
dent. First, students’ responses to the two questions were averaged to measure whether 
students would be willing to report even if there were consequences for the weapons-
carrying student. One asked whether students would report if they thought the weapon 
carrier might get into trouble (M = 2.88, SD = 1.03) and the other question asked whether 
they would report if the student carrying the weapon might get arrested (M = 2.82, SD = 
1.08; Cronbach’s α = .85). Second, students’ responses to three questions were summed and 
averaged to measure the likelihood of reporting if negative consequences for the respond-
ent could result. These included whether students would report if the weapons-carrying 
student might find out they told (M = 2.41, SD = 1.05), if they thought the weapon carrier 
may hurt them (M = 2.70, SD = 1.23), and if others might think of them as a snitch or tattle-
tale (M = 2.51, SD = 1.09; Cronbach’s α = .68). 
 
Individual Student-Level Variables 
 
Demographics 
The demographics information assessed in this survey were age, gender, race/ethnicity, 
grade in school, and academic performance (described earlier). 
  



W Y L I E  E T  A L . ,  Y O U T H  V I O L E N C E  A N D  J U V E N I L E  J U S T I C E  8  (2 0 1 0 )  

10 

Relationship with adults 
Using a modified Presence of Caring-Individual Protective Factor Index (Phillips & Springer, 
1992), a 12-item scale was created to measure relationship with adults (either parents or 
other adults). Examples of statements used in this scale are “There is a trustworthy adult I 
can turn to for advice,” and “There are people I can depend on to help me if I really need 
it.” The original questions had four answer choices including “YES!,” “yes,” “no,” and 
“NO!” and were modified to Really true for me (coded 1), True for me (coded 2), Sort of true 
for me (coded 3), and Not true for me (coded 4). The remaining three questions were devel-
oped specifically for this study and asked about (a) the presence of an adult at school the 
student could trust, and how often the student talked with parents about, (b) how the stu-
dent was doing at school, and (c) how things were going at school. The last two questions 
had answer choices from a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from every day to never. Stu-
dents’ responses to all 12 items were summated to create a total measure of adult presence 
with higher scores representing students who have less adult presence (M = 29.27, SD = 5.56; 
Cronbach’s α = .81). 
 
Self-reported delinquency 
A reduced version of the Self-Reported Delinquency Scale (SRDS) was included to meas-
ure the respondent’s own delinquency (Elliot, 1983). Thirty-four items were used, and re-
sponse choices were on a 5-point Likert-type scale including never (coded 1), seldom (coded 2), 
sometimes (coded 3), fairly often (coded 4), and often (coded 5). For example, participants were 
asked to indicate how often in the last year they had “purposely damaged or destroyed 
property belonging to the school,” “run away from home,” “been drunk in public places,” 
and “stolen (or tried to steal) a motor vehicle, such as a car or motorcycle.” Higher scores 
on the SRDS indicate a student who has engaged in more delinquent behavior within the 
previous year (M = 1.52, SD = .70; Cronbach’s α = .97). 
 
Peer delinquency 
A reduced version of the Elliot Deviant Actions by Friends Scale (Peers) was included as a 
measure of delinquent peers (Elliot, 1983). Thirteen items were used and responses were 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale including none of them (coded 1), very few of them (coded 2), 
some of them (coded 3), most of them (coded 4), and all of them (coded 5). For example, the 
Peers measure asked students to indicate how often in the last year their close friends had 
“cheated on school tests,” “stolen something worth more than $50,” and “sold hard drugs 
such as heroin, cocaine, and LSD.” Higher scores indicate a student who has more peers 
who have engaged in delinquent acts within the previous year (M = 1.72, SD = .79; 
Cronbach’s α = .94). 
 
Aggregated School-Level Variables 
 
Structural variables 
Two structural variables were included as school-level variables: school size measured by 
the total number of students in the school and school SES measured by the percentage of 
students on free or reduced school lunches. 
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School climate 
Student-perceived school climate was measured using the School Climate Survey (SCS) 
adapted from a middle school study on conflict resolution programs (see Smith, Daunic, 
Miller, & Robinson, 2002), which contains 31 items with a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Students’ scores were aggregated to the school level. 
Mean values for each school were used as a measure for student-perceived school climate 
differences across schools. The SCS scale contains 5 subscales: collective identity (Cronbach’s 
α = .84), student cohesiveness (Cronbach’s α = .66), mutual respect (Cronbach’s α = .78), 
order and discipline (Cronbach’s α = .67), and school conflict (Cronbach’s α = .71). Collec-
tive identity includes 5 items such as “This is one of the best schools around” and “Teach-
ers are proud to work here.” Student cohesiveness includes 6 items such as “Students make 
new students feel welcome” and “Teachers and students have fun together.” Mutual respect 
includes 7 items such as “Teachers treat students like they are responsible and trusted” 
and “Teachers understand problems and try to help.” Order and discipline includes 6 items 
such as “The discipline code is administered unevenly, inconsistently, and unfairly” and 
“Misbehaving students are dealt with quickly” (reverse coded). Finally, school conflict in-
cludes 7 items such as “There are many disagreements among students in this school” and 
“Students express anger appropriately at this school” (reverse coded). Higher scores on 
the positive subscales of the SCS (i.e., collective identity, student cohesiveness, mutual re-
spect, and order and discipline) reflect higher perceived occurrences of these constructs 
within the school; higher scores on school conflict reflect a school perceived as having 
lower occurrences of conflict. 
 
Analytic Strategy 
Students in the sample were nested within 27 schools and because of this clustering, stu-
dents attending the same school may be more similar to one another than students attend-
ing different schools. This often results in a lack of independence in that the residuals for 
students in the same school will be correlated with one another. In this case, typical linear 
and logit regression estimates are inapt because standard errors become artificially deflated. 
To correct for this potential problem, we estimate our linear and logistics regression mod-
els using Huber-White corrections for standard errors. This corrective procedure takes into 
account that our data are clustered (i.e., students are within schools) by producing unbi-
ased coefficients and standard errors. Several researchers have used this method when 
dealing with nested data and more specifically when estimating individual and structural 
influences on subjects (Bellair & Roscignio, 2000; Stewart, Schreck, & Simons, 2006). 

Our analysis unfolds in a stepwise fashion using a series of linear and logistic regres-
sions. Due to multicollinearity concerns, for each weapons reporting outcome, we estimate 
five regression models so that each includes one of the five school climate variables while 
simultaneously accounting for individual student demographic characteristics, delinquent 
peers, self-report delinquency, relationships with trusted adults, and structural aspects of 
schools (size and percentage on school lunch). For each analysis discussed below, students 
were removed using listwise deletion procedures. In other words, students who had miss-
ing data for any of the variables of interest for that regression were removed from that 
model. Therefore, because the four dependent measures were analyzed separately and 
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missing values would vary across these four dependent measures, the number of partici-
pants in each regression analysis is different (see Tables 1–4 for sample sizes). 
 
Results 
 
General Willingness to Report 
Table 1 shows a series of models predicting whether a student would be willing to report 
another student who carries a weapon to school. The five models show a general trend in 
that several student-level characteristics consistently predict willingness to report weapons 
carrying. Of the demographic characteristics, age and Hispanic status are significantly re-
lated to willingness to report. Younger students were more willing to report than older 
students. Hispanic students were less willing to report than White students. Accounting 
for school characteristics and upholding the findings from previous analysis of this data 
(Brank et al., 2007), delinquent peers and self-report delinquency had significant, negative 
effects on willingness to report. Students having fewer delinquent peers were more willing 
to report weapons carrying than those who had more delinquent peers, and students less 
involved in delinquency were more willing to report than those involved in more delin-
quency. Furthermore, having relationships with adults had a positive, statistically signifi-
cant influence on willingness to report, indicating that students who were bonded with 
adults were more willing to report weapons carrying by other students than those who 
were not. The five models in Table 1 also reveal that after adjusting for individual-level 
factors, school characteristics are important predictors of willingness to report weapons 
carrying. Although structural characteristics of schools (i.e., school size and school SES) 
did not significantly influence willingness to report, school climate did matter. Both col-
lective identity and school conflict have significant, positive influences on students’ will-
ingness to report. Students were significantly more willing to report weapons carrying in 
schools that had stronger collective identities and schools that had less conflict. 
 
Willingness to Report If Consequences for Student with Weapon 
Next, as shown in Table 2, we examined whether a student would report another student 
if the reporting student thought there would be consequences for the student with the 
weapon. A similar pattern of results emerges at the individual level for this outcome as 
has been shown for the prior willingness to report outcomes in Table 1. Consistently, stu-
dents who are younger are significantly more willing to report weapon carrying when 
consequences for the weapon carrier are present. Hispanic students are less willing to re-
port when there are consequences for the weapon carrier than White students, but this was 
not a consistent significant effect. Once again, delinquent peers, self-report delinquency, 
and relations with adults had significant influences on willingness to report when there 
were consequences for the weapon carrier. Those who had more delinquent peers were 
involved in more delinquency and had weakened relations with adults were less willing 
to report; those with less delinquent peers, less involved in delinquency, and stronger 
bonds to adults were more willing to report. Similar to the general willingness to report 
measure in Table 1, two school climate variables exhibited positive and significant influences 
on students’ willingness to report when there are potential negative consequences for the 
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weapon carrier. Students were more willing to report in schools that have stronger collec-
tive identities. Furthermore, students attending schools with less conflict were also more 
likely to report compared to students attending school with less conflict. 
 

Table 1. Logistic Regression Models for Predicting General Willingness to Report (N = 2,201) 

Parameter 
Collective 
Identity 

Student 
Cohesiveness 

Mutual 
Respect 

Order and 
Discipline Conflict 

Individual variables      
   Age –0.32** (0.07) –0.30** (0.07) –0.31** (0.07) –0.31** (0.07) –0.30** (0.07) 
   Gender 0.01 (0.10) –0.01 (0.10) –0.01 (0.10) –0.01 (0.10) 0.01 (0.10) 
   Race      
      Black 0.12 (0.19) 0.16 (0.18) 0.17 (0.18) 0.16 (0.18) 0.15 (0.18) 
      Hispanic –0.38+ (0.15) –0.31+ (0.15) –0.30 (0.16) –0.30+ (0.15) –0.30+ (0.14) 
      Native American 0.36 (0.24) 0.33 (0.25) 0.33 (0.25) 0.33 (0.25) 0.36 (0.24) 
      Asian –0.66 (0.29) –0.59 (0.30) –0.59 (0.30) –0.59 (0.30) –0.60+ (0.30) 
   Grades in school –0.04 (0.03) –0.04 (0.03) –0.04 (0.03) –0.04 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03) 
   Delinquent peers –0.40** (0.06) –0.40** (0.06) –0.41** (0.06) –0.40** (0.06) –0.40** (0.06) 
   Self-report 
      delinquency 

–0.57** (0.07) –0.57** (0.06) –0.57** (0.06) –0.57** (0.06) –0.60** (0.07) 

   Relationship 
      with adults 

0.03** (0.01) 0.03** (0.01) 0.03** (0.01) 0.03** (0.01) 0.03** (0.01) 

School variables      
   School size 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
   Socioeconomic 
      status (SES; school 
      lunch) 

0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 

   School climate      
      Collective identity 0.48* (0.18)     
      Student 
         cohesiveness 

 –0.17 (0.33)    

      Mutual respect   –0.3 (0.44)   
      Order and 
         discipline 

   0.22 (0.44)  

      Conflict     1.04 (0.31) 

Constant 4.02** (0.93) 5.96** (1.40) 6.36** (1.67) 4.79* (1.58) 2.72* (0.99) 
Log pseudolikelihood –1,188.27 –1,191.02 –1,191.76 –1,191.99 –1,186.77 
Chi-square 279.95 407.69 454.23 423.81 412.27 
Probability > χ2 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
Pseudo R2 0.12 0.12 0.12 0.12 0.12 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
+ p < .05 
* p < .01 
** p < .001 
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Table 2. Logistic Regression Models for Predicting Willingness to Report If Consequences for 
Student with Weapon (N = 2,175) 

Parameter 
Collective 
Identity 

Student 
Cohesiveness 

Mutual 
Respect 

Order and 
Discipline Conflict 

Individual variables      
   Age –0.08** (0.02) –0.38** (0.02) –0.31** (0.07) –0.08** (0.02) –0.10** (0.02) 
   Gender 0.01 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03) –0.02 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 
   Race      
      Black 0.06 (0.06) 0.08 (0.07) 0.08 (0.07) 0.08 (0.06) 0.07 (0.06) 
      Hispanic –0.13* (0.05) –0.10 (0.05) –0.11 (0.06) –0.10 (0.05) –0.10* (0.04) 
      Native American 0.01 (0.13) –0.01 (0.12) –0.01 (0.12) –0.01 (0.12) –0.01 (0.13) 
      Asian –0.01 (0.10) 0.02 (0.10) 0.02 (0.10) 0.02 (0.10) –0.01 (0.10) 
   Grades in school –0.03 (0.01) –0.03 (0.01) –0.02 (0.01) –0.03 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 
   Delinquent peers –0.25** (0.03) –0.25** (0.03) –0.25** (0.03) –0.25** (0.03) –0.30** (0.03) 
   Self-report 
      delinquency 

–0.13+ (0.06) –0.12+ (0.05) –0.12+ (0.05) –0.12+ (0.05) –0.10+ (0.06) 

   Relationship 
      with adults 

0.01** (0.01) 0.02** (0.01) 0.02** (0.01) 0.02** (0.01) 0.02** (0.01) 

School variables      
   School size 0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 
   Socioeconomic 
      status (SES; school 
      lunch) 

0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 

   School climate      
      Collective identity 0.18+ (0.07)     
      Student 
         cohesiveness 

 –0.01 (0.13)    

      Mutual respect   –0.27 (0.16)   
      Order and 
         discipline 

   –0.01 (0.17)  

      Conflict     0.32* (0.12) 

Constant 3.19** (0.32) 3.74** (0.43) 4.54** (0.53) 3.73** (0.59) 2.87* (0.35) 
F 134.78 116.20 95.56 115.78 105.97 
Probability > F 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
R2 0.15 0.14 0.15 0.14 0.15 
Root mean square 
   error (RMSE) 

.87 .87 .87 .87 .87 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
+ p < .05 
* p < .01 
** p < .001 
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Table 3. Linear Regression Models for Predicting Willingness to Report If Consequences for 
Respondent (N = 2,158) 

Parameter 
Collective 
Identity 

Student 
Cohesiveness 

Mutual 
Respect 

Order and 
Discipline Conflict 

Individual variables      
   Age –0.07** (0.02) –0.07** (0.02) –0.07* (0.02) –0.07* (0.02) –0.10* (0.02) 
   Gender 0.08+ (0.03) –0.09+ (0.03) –0.09* (0.03) –0.09+ (0.03) –0.10+ (0.03) 
   Race      
      Black 0.18* (0.05) 0.20** (0.05) 0.20** (0.06) 0.20** (0.06) 0.19** (0.05) 
      Hispanic –0.11* (0.04) –0.07 (0.04) –0.07 (0.04) –0.07 (0.04) –0.10* (0.03) 
      Native American 0.08 (0.08) 0.06 (0.08) 0.06 (0.08) 0.06 (0.08) 0.07 (0.08) 
      Asian –0.13+ (0.05) –0.10 (0.06) –0.10 (0.05) –0.10 (0.06) –0.10 (0.06) 
   Grades in school 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
   Delinquent peers –0.25** (0.03) –0.25** (0.03) –0.25** (0.03) –0.25 (0.03) –0.30** (0.03) 
   Self-report 
      delinquency 

–0.08 (0.04) –0.07+ (0.04) –0.08 (0.04) –0.08 (0.04) –0.10 (0.04) 

   Relationship 
      with adults 

0.01+ (0.01) 0.01+ (0.01) 0.01+ (0.01) 0.01+ (0.01) 0.01+ (0.01) 

School variables      
   School size 0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 
   Socioeconomic 
      status (SES; school 
      lunch) 

0.01+ (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01* (0.01) 

   School climate      
      Collective identity 0.21** (0.05)     
      Student 
         cohesiveness 

 0.01 (0.11)    

      Mutual respect   –0.09 (0.16)   
      Order and 
         discipline 

   0.01 (0.14)  

      Conflict     0.36* (0.13) 

Constant 2.88** (0.34) 3.49** (0.36) 3.77** (0.56) 3.51** (0.55) 2.56* (0.43) 
F 46.70 92.62 53.06 56.82 51.92 
Probability > F 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
R2 0.12 0.12 0.12 0.12 0.12 
Root mean square 
   error (RMSE) 

.82 .82 .82 .82 .82 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
+ p < .05 
* p < .01 
** p < .001 
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Table 4. Logistic Regression Models for Predicting Willingness to Report If Anonymous (N = 2,193) 

Parameter 
Collective 
Identity 

Student 
Cohesiveness 

Mutual 
Respect 

Order and 
Discipline Conflict 

Individual variables      
   Age –0.19+ (0.08) –0.18+ (0.07) –0.17+ (0.07) –0.18+ (0.08) –0.20+ (0.08) 
   Gender 0.11 (0.09) 0.11 (0.09) 0.09 (0.09) 0.10 (0.09) 0.10 (0.09) 
   Race      
      Black 0.01 (0.20) –0.01 (0.20) 0.03 (0.20) 0.04 (0.20) 0.04 (0.20) 
      Hispanic –0.09 (0.18) –0.08 (0.18) –0.06 (0.18) –0.05 (0.17) –0.01 (0.17) 
      Native American 0.15 (0.28) 0.13 (0.28) 0.11 (0.28) 0.13 (0.28) 0.12 (0.28) 
      Asian 0.02 (0.42) 0.02 (0.42) 0.04 (0.42) 0.05 (0.42) 0.06 (0.42) 
   Grades in school –0.04 (0.04) –0.03 (0.04) –0.03 (0.04) –0.04 (0.04) –0.01 (0.04) 
   Delinquent peers –0.55** (0.09) –0.55** (0.09) –0.56** (0.09) –0.55** (0.09) –0.60** (0.89) 
   Self-report 
      delinquency 

–0.56** (0.07) –0.56** (0.07) –0.56** (0.07) –0.56** (0.07) –0.60** (0.07) 

   Relationship 
      with adults 

0.04** (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 

School variables      
   School size 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
   Socioeconomic 
      status (SES; school 
      lunch) 

–0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01) 

   School climate      
      Collective identity 0.26 (0.24)     
      Student 
         cohesiveness 

 –0.50 (0.26)    

      Mutual respect   –0.58 (0.39)   
      Order and 
         discipline 

   0.08 (0.42)  

      Conflict     –0.3 (0.39) 

Constant 4.34** (1.32) 6.56** (1.34) 6.82** (1.48) 4.86* (1.72) 5.97** (1.37) 
Log pseudolikelihood –750.16 –749.90 –749.79 –750.60 –750.36 
χ2 691.30 583.96 547.31 564.02 605.29 
Probability > χ2 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 
Pseudo R2 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
+ p < .05 
* p < .01 
** p < .001 
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Willingness to Report If Consequences for the Student Reporting 
The findings predicting willingness to report a student for carrying a weapon to school 
when negative consequences may exist for the respondent (i.e., the student reporting or 
“tattling”) are shown in Table 3. Although similarities are present, for this particular con-
dition, the pattern of findings changes somewhat. Although age, delinquent peers, and 
relationships with adults retain their significant influences on willingness to report, several 
new findings emerge when there are potential negative consequences for the person who 
is reporting (e.g., the weapon carrier might hurt them or they might be thought of as a 
“snitch”). For instance, gender has a significant, negative influence on reporting, indicating 
that males are more likely to report than females. White students are now less likely to 
report than Black students when personal negative consequences may result. Although not 
a consistent finding across models, the collective identity model in Table 3 shows that 
Whites are more likely to report under these conditions than Hispanics and Asians. Until 
now self-reported delinquency has had a significant negative influence on reporting; how-
ever, under conditions where negative consequences could result for the one telling, those 
who are less involved in delinquency are no longer significantly more willing to report 
than those who are increasingly more delinquent. Finally, several school characteristics 
significantly influence the willingness to report under conditions where there could be 
negative consequences for the one reporting. Students who attend schools with lower SES 
are less willing to report under these circumstances, although this finding does not seem 
to be consistent across models. However, collective identity and school conflict both have 
positive and significant influences on willingness to report weapons carrying at school. 
Students who attend schools with stronger collective identities are more willing to report 
a student carrying a weapon at school even when there are potentially damaging or even 
dangerous consequences. In addition, students who attend schools that have less conflict 
are more willing to report a student carrying a weapon at school even when they face neg-
ative consequences for telling. 
 
Willingness to Report If Anonymous 
Finally, Table 4 shows results that predict whether students would be willing to report 
another student carrying a weapon if the respondent (the reporter or “tattler”) remained 
anonymous. Of the demographic characteristics, age had a significant negative influence 
on willingness to report under anonymous conditions across the five models, indicating 
that younger students were more likely to report if they could remain anonymous com-
pared to older students. Again, consistent with prior research and findings from Tables 1–3, 
delinquent peers, self-report delinquency, and relationships with adults, each significantly 
influenced willingness to report under anonymous conditions consistently across each of 
the five models in Table 4. Students having fewer delinquent peers were more likely to 
report than those having more delinquent peers, and students involved in less delinquency 
were more willing to report than those more involved. Even when no one would find out, 
the more delinquent students and those that hung out with delinquent peers still were less 
willing to report. Also consistent with earlier results, having stronger relationships with 
adults increased the willingness to report under anonymous conditions. As for school 



W Y L I E  E T  A L . ,  Y O U T H  V I O L E N C E  A N D  J U V E N I L E  J U S T I C E  8  (2 0 1 0 )  

18 

characteristics, none of the structural or school climate variables significantly influenced 
willingness to report weapons carrying under anonymous conditions. 
 
Discussion 
 
The purpose of the current research was to examine how school-level variables influence 
students’ willingness to report the presence of weapons at school and to use the findings 
to make suggestions about possible school policies concerning weapons. As expected, school 
climate variables were generally important factors in determining when students would 
be willing to report weapons. This was not true when students were asked about reporting 
anonymously. In other words, students’ willingness to report was not influenced by the 
school climate, if there was an anonymous way for the students to report. School structural 
variables (i.e., free and reduced lunch ratios and school size) were not important factors in 
determining when students would report. Because we are extending the analyses from 
Brank et al. (2007) to now account for school-level variables, it is important to note that the 
individual-level variables Brank and her colleagues examined such as own delinquency, 
peer delinquency, and adult attachments still consistently influenced students’ willingness 
to report weapons. 

The findings from the current analysis suggest two directions for policy makers inter-
ested in increasing students’ willingness to report another student carrying a weapon to 
school. The first is to improve perceived school climate. A school’s climate, specifically its 
level of collective identity and level of conflict, are important factors for middle school 
students in their beliefs about whether they would report weapons at their school. Thus, 
schools with a positive learning environment encourage students to report weapons even 
when there might be repercussions for the reporter or the weapon carrier. However, the 
structural variables of the school—school size and percentage of students receiving free or 
reduced lunch—were not important in predicting which students said they would report 
weapons. Obviously, these factors are important in predicting other outcomes such as weap-
ons carrying, academic achievement, perceived safety for students, student victimization, 
and school crime (Burrow & Apel, 2008; Chen, 2008; Chen & Weikart, 2008; Lleras, 2008; 
Wilcox & Clayton, 2001); but in the current analysis, school structural variables are not as 
relevant to weapons reporting. 

Another direction for policy makers suggested by the current data is to implement an 
anonymous way for students to report weapons. Most notably from the current analysis, 
when students were asked about anonymous weapons reporting, the school climate fac-
tors were not important. It may be possible that if a school can implement an anonymous 
way to report weapons, similar to current systems like PAX’s Speak Up that provide anony-
mous hotlines (About Speak Up, 2006), the students anticipate that they would be more 
likely to report, regardless of school climate. Although school officials should certainly 
strive to have a more positive school atmosphere, making such a change is probably easier 
said than done. Changing a school climate is not an easy task because school climate is a 
multidimensional construct (Koth, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008) that would require several di-
mensions of improvement such as parent and community involvement, character educa-
tion, violence prevention and conflict resolution, peer mediation, and bullying prevention 
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(Peterson & Skiba, 2001). In contrast, providing an anonymous way for students to report 
weapons is likely to be much easier. 

Similar to the results from the research by Brinkley and Saarnio (2006), school climate 
seems to matter for students’ general willingness to report weapons. The current research 
complements and extends the findings of Brinkley and Saarnio because their study took 
place in only one geographic location and used mostly descriptive analytic techniques. For 
the Brinkley and Saarnio study, the student-teacher relationship was the most important 
school climate variable in discriminating between students who would and those who 
would not report weapons at school. Brinkley and Saarnio did not ask about anonymous 
reporting but based on the current findings, we believe that the student-teacher relation-
ship would not have been important if the students were asked about anonymous report-
ing because the current results suggest that school-level factors are not important when 
anonymous reporting is available. 

In addition to school-level factors, the analysis accounted for student-level factors. The 
influence of individual-level factors was virtually unaffected by the different weapons re-
porting situations (i.e., potential consequences or anonymous). Although this may not in-
form school policies as much as the suggestions described above, it is important to note 
how students’ characteristics may influence reporting while controlling for school influ-
ences. First, age was consistently a predictive factor in willingness to report weapons. As 
in the initial analyses by Brank et al. (2007), younger students were significantly more will-
ing to report weapons. Our data are only cross-sectional, and although there could have 
been time-period differences between those students who were younger from those who 
were older, it is unlikely given the narrow range of ages (from ages 10 to 16). Rather, it is 
more likely that this effect results from the students’ maturation. It may be that students 
who are older assume that they can handle the situation without informing a teacher. How-
ever, it could be that as students age, they become apathetic because they are accustomed 
to peers making empty threats. Unfortunately, the current project does not answer why 
age influences students’ willingness to report, but we do know that policies concerning 
weapons reporting need to consider this age effect. 

As expected, higher self-reported delinquency and higher peer delinquency were con-
sistently predictive of a lower willingness to report, and better adult relationships were 
predictive of more willingness to report. As noted by Brank et al. (2007), those students who 
are unlikely to report the presence of a weapon in their school are, unfortunately, quite 
similar to the students who carry weapons to school. Previous research has demonstrated 
that those who are delinquent (Brown, 2004), those who have delinquent peers (Wilcox 
Rountree, 2000), and those with poor parent/adult relationships (Bailey, Flewelling, & Ros-
enbaum,1997; Orpinas, Murray, & Kelder, 1999) will be more likely to carry a weapon to 
school. This creates an unfortunate cycle. We know that carrying a weapon is related to 
other delinquent activities (Bailey et al., 1997; Estell, Farmer, Cairns, & Clemmer, 2003; 
Malek, Chang, & Davis, 1998); therefore, a student who is most likely to carry a weapon to 
school is also a student who has friends who are the least likely to report the weapon carrier. 

Race and gender of the student respondents were either inconsistent or not useful in 
predicting willingness to report. Based on recent bullying research, the race effect may be 
influenced by not only the respondent’s race but also their race in relation to the school’s 
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racial composition (Bellmore, Witkow, Graham, & Juvonen, 2004). Boys and girls may not 
be different on willingness to report. It is also possible that self-perceived popularity may 
have suppressed any potential gender effects. Newman et al. (2001) examined whether 
students would seek teacher help in a hypothetical peer conflict situation. Boys in their sam-
ple who considered themselves popular were more likely to seek help from a teacher; yet 
girls who considered themselves unpopular were more likely to seek help from a teacher. 
The authors attribute these differences to the desire to be liked by peers and how this may 
be different for boys and girls. 

In the current study, Hispanic students were less willing to report weapon carrying than 
White students. This finding should be further explored in future research to determine 
the reasons for this racial difference. Pershing (2003) provides one potential explanation in 
her study of occupational misconduct and snitching within the U.S. Naval Academy. His-
panic students may be experiencing a different kind of self-regulation and elevating peer 
loyalty above those students from other racial groups. In contrast, Harcourt (2000) suggests 
that such a finding might be because there are different social norms in effect. For example, 
snitching may work to alter the normal power incentives of gun carrying, but snitching 
could also lead to snitches being ostracized, devalued, or harmed. These potential expla-
nations in the current sample were not explored but could be incorporated easily in future 
studies to determine how the social norms can and should be altered to encourage report-
ing. Another important future focus should be on the students’ perceptions of the presence 
of weapons in their schools. For the current study, we did not ask students about their 
perception of the prevalence of weapons in their schools, but such an examination may be 
useful because perceptions of problems could change a student’s response about their own 
level of fear and their willingness to report (See Astor, Benbenishty, Zeira, & Vinokur, 2002). 

We know that in a vast majority of school shooting incidents, the shooters told at least 
one other student about their shooting plans. This means that most of those incidents may 
have been preventable. The current research suggests that students believe they will be 
most likely to report weapons if there is an anonymous way to do so. Other factors cer-
tainly do contribute to a student’s willingness to report, but from a policy perspective, it 
seems to make the most sense to simply provide students with the ability to anonymously 
report. Implementing and protecting anonymity should be a priority for schools that want 
to encourage students to report the presence of weapons. Although the effectiveness of 
anonymous hotlines was beyond the scope of the current research, the findings from this 
study suggest that future policy analysts may want to focus their attention on evaluating 
their effectiveness. 

The use of nonprobability sampling techniques does limit the current research. Our 
sample is clearly not representative of the entire middle school student population; how-
ever, we did collect a racially and geographically diverse sample. In addition, our focus on 
a student’s stated willingness to report weapons may not perfectly correlate with the stu-
dent’s actual willingness, but we believe that the confidentiality of the students’ responses 
should increase the validity of their answers. 

Past research has examined the individual factors that contribute to willingness to re-
port weapons (Brank et al., 2007). The current project extended those results to school-level 
factors. Schools are known to have different climates and, as we found, a school’s climate 
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can influence a student’s willingness to report weapons. The school’s climate was influen-
tial but not when students could report anonymously. This suggests that future research 
should focus more closely on anonymous weapons reporting programs, in addition to un-
derstanding characteristics of students and schools that will increase anonymous report-
ing. If anonymity is that important for students, then it will be important to understand 
the situations that threaten to violate that anonymity. Similarly, it will be equally as im-
portant to understand how the students understand anonymity and what situations they 
deem to have appropriate levels of anonymity. 
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