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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On average, L.A. Unified schools and other sites report approximately 21,440 safety-threatening incidents a year (aver-
aged from 2016-17 to 2019-20), according to an analysis of the Incident System Tracking Accountability Report (iSTAR)
by the Independent Analysis Unit (IAU). Little information is available, however, on how these incidents may relate to
students’ needs for feeling safe or a sense of belonging at their schools. This report, the second in a series examining
school safety, presents the results of analyses that sought to understand how—if at all—safety-threatening incidents
related to student perceptions of safety and connectedness as reported in the 2018-19 School Experience Survey (SES).

Two questions guided our analysis. First: Which students reported feeling safe or a sense of belonging at their schools?
Student responses to the 2018-19 School Experience Survey (SES) indicated that:

e About 7in 10 L.A. Unified students felt safe and connected to their schools;
e However, a substantial minority of students did not report feeling safe in (30%) or connected to (30-40%) their schools,

e  Black students reported feelings of safety on or around campus as well as feelings of connectedness to their school
in lower percentages compared to their non-Black peers, and

e Students who did not report feeling safe at their school were less likely to report feeling connected to their school.

The second question that guided this analysis was: Are there relationships between incident rates and students’ re-
ported feelings of safety and belonging? Findings were that:

e Fewer students who attended schools with above-average rates of physically violent incidents reported feeling safe
or connected to their school relative to their peers, and

e Fewer students who attended schools with above-average rates of weapons-related incidents reported feeling safe
in their neighborhood compared to their peers.

This report also sought to understand more about the District’s number one safety threat—suicidal ideation—by examin-
ing the relationship between suicidal ideation, bullying, and school connectedness. Results of this analysis were incon-
clusive, indicating that the SES is not an ideal way to understand trends associated with incidents involving suicidal idea-
tion in the District.

These analyses provide some understanding about who reports feeling safe and connected to their schools and possible
reasons for these feelings based on incidents at their schools. However, the analysis related to suicidal ideation provided
little insight. If the District is interested in understanding more about these school climate topics, then the IAU suggests
that leadership:

e Pose follow-up questions to students in the SES to understand what events or conditions at their schools are related
to feelings of safety and connectedness.

e Ensure reports of weapons-related incidents includes information about student motivation for carrying weapons.
e Review and possibly renew advocacy efforts regarding safe passage to school initiatives and partnerships.

o Assess implementation of restorative justice practices in L.A. Unified Schools, and

o |dentify a more direct way to examine suicidal ideation trends among students.

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports | i


http://laschoolboard.org/iau

TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ...t s s sss s s s s s sss s s sas s ssssnnnas I
ABOUT THE ANALYSIS ..t ss s sn s s e s s n s e s s m s e s s m s nnnn s 2
FINDINGS ...ttt s s s £ a e e a SR e e e as SR e e e e an e nn s Rn e 4

Which students feel safe and connected to their SChool?...........ccocinii 5

Is there a relationship between incidents and student perception of safety and connectedness?..7

] ST @0 130 [0 10
Key Finding 1: There is a relationship between rates of physically violent incidents and whether
students feel safe and connected to their SChOOL.........ccccio v ————— 10

Key Finding 2: There is a relationship between above-average rates of weapons-related incidents
and whether students feel safe around CAMPUS. ... ————————— n

Key Finding 3: The relationship between connectedness measures and school suicidal ideation

rates iS INCONSISEENT. ... ————————— 12
RECOMMENDATIONS ...t eems s s s m s s m e s e e s mn s me s nmn e s mnnnn s 13
Y o ) A2
Y S o 1 T = A4
Y S o 1 T A6

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports | ii


http://laschoolboard.org/iau

ost students reported feeling safe

in and around school, as well as

connected to the school, according
to the District’s Student Experience Survey
data in 2018-2019. However, a sizeable minor-
ity did not report feeling safe (30%) or a sense
of connectedness to their school (30-40%). An
understanding of who does and does not feel
safe and connected at District schools can in-
form plans and policies to ensure schools
meet students’ safety and belonging needs,
which, in turn, can provide the foundation for
academic achievement (Figure 1).

A comprehensive understanding of whether
and how schools meet students’ safety and
belonging needs would require data on a
wide range of inputs and outputs. At present,
two readily available sources of District data
allow us to explore these issues. The first is
the District’s Incident System Tracking Ac-
countability Report (iSTAR) database, which
the IAU previously used to calculate the rates
of several categories of threatening incidents
at each school.' These data are limited in that

they provide no information on the causes or
consequences of incidents, including how
they reflect or affect students’ perceptions of
safety and belonging. However, the second
source of data, the School Experience Survey
(SES), provides information on student per-
ceptions of safety in and around schools,
school connectedness, and bullying. Match-
ing SES data with safety-threatening incident
rates—calculated by the IAU from iSTAR
data—allows examination of associations be-
tween student perceptions and reported inci-
dents, which can shed light on how students’
safety and belonging needs are threatened or
met.

Two questions guided our analysis. First:
Which students reported feeling safe or a
sense of belonging at their schools? Second:
Are there relationships between incident
rates and students’ reported feelings of
safety and belonging? To answer these ques-
tions, we selected related survey responses
and incident types, which we describe in de-
tail in the “About the Analysis” section.

Figure 1. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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We found that, when compared to their peers
of other races/ethnicities, fewer Black stu-
dents reported feeling safe on and off campus
as well as feelings of school connectedness to
their schools. Moreover, students who did not
report feeling safe on campus were less likely
to report feeling connected to their school
than students who reported feeling safe.

We also found statistically significant rela-
tionships between students’ perceptions of
safety and their school’s physically violent
and weapons-related incident rates—fewer
students reported feeling safe on campus at
schools with above-average physically vio-
lent incident rates and fewer students re-
ported feeling safe off campus at schools with
above-average weapons incident rates. Stu-
dents’ feelings of school connectedness were
also negatively related to the level of physi-
cally violent incident rates (feelings of school
connectedness were relatively low at schools
with relatively high levels of physically vio-
lent incidents). However, there was no clear
relationship between suicidal ideation inci-
dents—what we previously found to be the
most prevalent threat to students in L.A. Uni-
fied—and students’ reported feelings of be-
longing or experiences of bullying.

We begin with a description of our analysis
and the data used in this report. We then pre-
sent the findings to each of our research
questions, followed by a discussion of our key
findings and recommendations for next steps.

ABOUT THE ANALYSIS

This analysis sought to show whose safety
and belonging needs are unmet and what
may affect or result from these unmet needs.
As afirst step in answering these questions,
the IAU selected relevant data points from
two District data sources for the 2018-19
school year: (1) the School Experience Survey

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

(SES); and (2) the Incident System Tracking
and Accountability Reporting (iISTAR) data-
base.??

All data were disaggregated by school level—
elementary, middle, and high. SES data were
also disaggregated by student race/ethnic-
ity—Black, American Indian or Alaskan Na-
tive, Asian, Filipino, Hispanic, Pacific Is-
lander, white, and two or more races.
Throughout this report, the IAU uses the
term Indigenous to refer to students who are
American Indian or Alaskan Native for brev-
ity in presenting data and findings.

Four research questions stemmed from our
first guiding question—Which students re-
ported feeling safe and a sense of belong-
ing?—these sub-questions and the corre-
sponding SES items are outlined in Table 1.
Most questions from the SES are Likert-style
questions with scales that ranged from
strongly agree to strongly disagree with a
neutral option.* We simplified this range of
student responses by grouping them into two
categories, Agree—which included “Strongly
agree” and “Agree”—and Did not agree—
which included “Neutral,” “Disagree,” and
“Strongly disagree.” The percent of students
who agreed or did not agree was calculated
using total respondents (not all students re-
sponded).

To answer our second guiding question— Are
there relationships between incident rates
and students reported feelings of safety and
belonging?—the IAU analyzed three sub-
questions. Table 2 lists these sub-questions
questions with the corresponding incident
types and SES items, organized by incident
type. We used only incident types related to
our hypotheses about a) factors that might af-
fect students’ safety and belonging needs or
b) unmet safety and belonging needs that
may contribute to certain incidents.
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The first incident type shown in Table 2,
physical violence, is a composite of several
incident types reported in iSTAR. As in our
first report, the IAU created the category
physically violent incidents by combining in-
cident types where one could intuit persons
involved either put hands on other individu-
als or made serious threats of violence.
Fighting and the threat to fight incident
types in iSTAR comprised most incidents cat-
egorized as physically violent.

In addition to physically violent incidents, we
also analyzed weapons-related and suicidal
ideation incidents. The latter was included
because the IAU previously found suicidal
ideation was the most prevalent threat to stu-
dents’ safety as reported in iSTAR.®

For each incident type, the IAU calculated

Table 1. Question and Items for Guiding Question 1

GUIDING QUESTION 1
Which students reported feeling safe and a
sense of belonging?

Data source: School Experience Survey (SES)

Sub-question SES Item
Who feels safe on “| feel safe at this school”
campus?
Who feels safe off-  “| feel safe in the neighborhood
campus? around this school.”

“l'am happy to be at this school.”
Who feelsasense . .

| feel like I am a part of this school

of connectedness )
to their school? | feel close to people at this

school.”
Arestudentswho  “| feel safe at this school” vs.

feel safe on cam- “I am happy to be at this school.”
pus more likely to “| feel like I am a part of this

feel a sense of school.”

connectedness to “| feel close to people at this
their school? school.”

Note: Connectedness was used as an indicator of belonging. All
safety and connectedness SES responses were grouped into
“Agree” or “Did not agree” categories.

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

incident rates per 1,000 students per school
using CDE enrollment data from 2018-19.% In-
cident rates were grouped into two categories
(or levels), below or above the average inci-
dent rate for that incident type and school
level.** Most schools had incident rates that
fell below the average (Table 3).

SES items for guiding question 2 included
student responses to the safety and connect-
edness questions shown in Table 1 as well as
bullying-related questions. On bullying, stu-
dents were asked if they experienced a

Limitations of this Analysis

Four limitations affect the interpretation of the results
presented in this report. First, this analysis only examines
data from the 2018-19 school year, which increases the
susceptibility of data to atypical trends in reporting.

Second, this analysis uses safety-related data solely from
the iSTAR database, which are derived from incident re-
ports that school staff members entered during the 2018-
19 school year. Not all threatening or personal safety-re-
lated incidents that occurred on schools or involved stu-
dents, employees or the school community during this
time were recorded in the database. For instance, calls to
the L.A. Unified school police department (LASP) are rec-
orded in another database. Because we did not use police
call data in this analysis, our results may underrepresent
safety-related incidents to the extent that calls to the
LASP reflect additional incidents that were not recorded
in iSTAR. An unknown number of other personal safety-
related incidents may occur that do not appear in iSTAR.

Third, this analysis uses self-reported data from the
School Experience Survey. Self-reported data are suscep-
tible to a variety of biases including - but not limited to -
social desirability bias, reference bias, and recall bias.”#9
Each of these biases increases the likelihood of measure-
ment error in this analysis.

Lastly, data from iSTAR may be less than 100% reliable. In
its annual iSTAR reports, the Division of Operations warns
that “incidents may be unreported or erroneously re-
ported in the iSTAR system.”™®" School leaders may in-
consistently categorize incidents within their schools and
some schools may report more frequently than others,
though the Division of Operations has taken steps to en-
sure universal understanding of reporting requirements
and increase the reliability of iSTAR data.”
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Table 2. Question and [tems for Guiding Question 2

GUIDING QUESTION 2
Are there relationships between incident rates and students’ reported feelings of safety and belonging?

Data source: SES; Incident System Tracking and Accountability Reporting (iSTAR) Database

Sub-question Incident Type SES Item
Is the level of physically violent incident rates “I feel safe at this school”
related to (i) perceptions of safety on cam- “l am happy to be at this school.”

Physically violent

pus or (ii) perceptions of school connected- “| feel like | am a part of this school.”
ness? “| feel close to people at this school.”
Is the level of weapons-related incident rates “| feel safe at this school”
related to perceptions of safety (i) on cam- Weapons
pus or (ii) off campus? “| feel safe in the neighborhood around this school.”
“l am happy to be at this school.”
“| feel like 1 am a part of this school.”
Is the level of suicidal-ideation incident rates “| feel close to people at this school.”
related to (i) perceptions of connectedness Suicidal ideation  «|n the last 12 months, how many times on school prop-
or (i) student reported bullying? erty have [students experienced specific types of bully-

ing: Rumors Spread, Body Image, Way | talk, Physical,
Sexual, Online.]” (For detail, see Appendix C).
Note: Using CDE enroliment and iSTAR incident data, incident rates were calculated per 1,000 students and then categorized into two categories
(levels), above and below average, according to the average incident rate for the corresponding school level. All safety and connectedness SES
responses were grouped into “Agree” or “Did not agree” categories, while bullying responses were grouped in “Frequently” or “Infrequently”
categories.

tain t f bullyi t i - .
certaln type of bliying at irequencies rahg Table 3. Percent of Schools in Below or Above Aver-

ing from never to four or more times. Re- age Groups by Incident Category

sponses were sorted into two groups: Infre-

quently—which included “Never” and “Only Category  %Below Avg % Above Avg

once”—or Frequently—which included “Two Suicidal ideation 63% 37%

or three times” and “Four or more.” Weapons-related 66% 34%
Physically Violent 60% 40%

For each analysis, we conducted chi-squared Note: Total number of schools equaled 731.

(x?) tests of independence to determine
whether the relationships between the varia-
bles were statistically significant overall or FINDIN GS
for each school level. For guiding question 1,
student SES responses (agree or did not
agree) were cross tabulated with student

In the following section, we present findings
related to the characteristics of students who

race/ethnicity. For guiding question 2, stu- did and did not report feeling safe or con-

dent SES responses were cross tabulated with
their school’s level of incident rates (above or
below average).

nected to their school. Then, we present find-
ings on the relationship between safety-
threatening incidents and student percep-
tions of safety and connectedness.

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports | 4


http://laschoolboard.org/iau

Which students feel safe and
connected to their school?

Most L.A. Unified students reported feeling
safe on campus and off campus in 2018-2019.
They also reported feeling connected to their
school. However, the number of students who
reported feeling safe and connected generally
decreased at each successive school level. In
this section, we investigate how feelings of
safety and connectedness differed by school
level and ethnicity.

On-campus safety

Approximately 70% of students expressed
feeling safe on campus, but—when disaggre-
gated by school level and ethnicity—signifi-
cant differences emerged.

More younger students than older students
reported feeling safe. Approximately 8 out of
10 of elementary schoolers expressed feeling
safe at school compared to 6 out of 10 middle
and high schoolers (Figure 2). These school-
level differences in safety-related SES

responses were mirrored in incidents re-
ported in iSTAR. According to a recent report
by the IAU — on average over a four-year pe-
riod — middle and high schools experience
and reported a higher rate of safety threats
than elementary schools.’>*6

Moreover, a smaller proportion of Black and
Indigenous students at every school level re-
ported feeling safe at school compared to
their non-Black and non-Indigenous peers—
with gaps as low as 5 percentage points and
as large as 15 percentage points (Figure 2).

Off-campus safety

Approximately 60% of students reported feel-
ing safe in the neighborhood surrounding
their school (Figure 3). Regardless of school
level, Black students consistently reported
feeling safe in the neighborhood surrounding
their school less frequently than their peers.
Differences between race/ethnicities in mid-
dle and high school were either small or in-
consistent across racial/ethnic groups and
school levels (Figure 3).

Figure 2. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel Safe on Campus by Race/Ethnicity and School Level

Elementary* Middle*

Overall

2%
S2% 80%

Asian 68%

Black 72% 59%

I

III I

Filipino 84% 70%

Hispanic 80% 69%

Indigenous 2% 60%

Pacific Islander 82% 68%

Two or more 82% 66%

White 84% 68%

o
xR

100% 0%
% of Respondents

*Results were statistically significant, with p < 0.000

% of Respondents

High* Grand Total

Overall
69%

65%

64%

63%

68%

60%

64%

100% 0% 100% 0% 100%

% of Respondents % of Respondents

Note: This table references Q8 of the SES that asks students how strongly they agree or disagree with the statement “I feel safe in this school.”
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Figure 3. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel Safe Off Campus by Race/Ethnicity and School Level

Elementary* Middle*

Overall
67%

Asian 69%

65%

Black 60% 64%

Filipino 69% 68%
Hispanic 65% 67%
Indigenous 60% 70%

Pacific Islander 67% 65%

Two or more 2% 68%

%

White 75%

0% 100% 0%
% of Respondents

*Results were statistically significant, with p < 0.000

100% 0% 100% 0% 100%

% of Respondents

Grand Total

Overall 61%

L

Q@

=
*

Overall
65%

68%

66% %

% of Respondents % of Respondents

Note: This table references Q9 of the SES that asks students how strongly they agree or disagree with the statement “| feel safe in the neighbor-

hood around this school.”

School connectedness

At least 60% of students across school levels
expressed feeling happy at school, feeling a
part of their school, and feeling close to peo-
ple at their school—three measures of school
connectedness in the SES. However, like the
pattern observed with feelings of safety, a
greater share of younger students reported
feelings of connectedness than their peers in

middle and high schools.

Averaged across the three connectedness
measures,” approximately 80% of elementary
school students affirmed feelings of connect-
edness compared to about 70% of middle
school students, and about 60% of high
school students.

Moreover, in elementary schools, between 8
and 11 percentage points fewer Black and In-
digenous students reported feeling con-
nected to their schools relative to their peers

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

(Figure 4). Black students consistently re-
ported the least amount of connectedness,
but, as school levels increased, fewer students
reported feeling connected to their school
overall. Appendix A provides more infor-
mation on the individual connectedness
measures by race/ethnicity.

On-campus safety and school connect-
edness

Findings of this analysis indicate that stu-
dents’ perceptions of on-campus safety were
associated with and may be foundational to
feeling connected to their school. Across
school levels and measures of connectedness,
students who did not report feeling safe at
their school were less likely to report feeling
connected to their school (Table 4). The dif-
ferences were large and significant, with gaps
ranging from 23-40 percentage points.

Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports | 6
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Figure 4. Average Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures?, by Race/Ethnicity and School

Level
Elementary*
Asian ?g;rall 73%
Black 66%
Filipino 84% 75%
Hispanic 81% 72%
Indigenous 66%

Pacific Islander 75%

Middle*

Grand Total

74% Overall
72%

High*

B
66%

Overall

71%

65%

75%

12%

67%

75%

Two or more 7% 74%
0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100%
Avg % of Respondents Avg % of Respondents Avg % of Respondents Avg % of Respondents

‘Results were statistically significant, with p < 0.000

3 Average percentages of student connectedness represent the average percent of respondents who agreed or strongly agreed to the following
statements on the SES: (1) | am happy to be at this school; (2) | feel like | am a part of this school; (3) | feel close to people at this school. See Appen-

dix A for data on each question.

Table 4. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures by Whether They Agreed They Feel Safe

on Campus and School Level

School Connectedness Questions:
Happy to be at their school Feela part of their school Feel close to people at school
(Agree) (Agree) (Agree)
Feel Safe at School ES MS HS  Overall ES MS HS Overll ES MS HS  Overall
Agree 9% 86% 82%  86% 87% 80% 74%  81% 81% 80% 75%  79%
Did not agree 59% 47% 42%  41% 55% 42% 36%  42% 57% 571% 47%  53%
PP Difference® I 3Qe 4Qe 3Qe T gge ggee g e

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point. ** p < 0.001

Is there a relationship between
incidents and student perception
of safety and connectedness?

Most students reported feeling safe and con-
nected to their school. But what contributes

to a student’s perception of safety and con-
nectedness?

In this section, we describe how feelings of
safety and connectedness differed by

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

enrollment in schools with above- or below-
average safety-threatening incident rates.

Physically violent incident rates and on-
campus safety and connectedness

We hypothesized that fewer students on cam-
puses with above average rates of physically
violent incidents would report feeling safe or
connected to their school than their peers.
Findings from this analysis confirm there was

Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports | 7
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a relationship between physically violent in-
cident rates and feelings of safety and con-
nectedness.

Safety on campus. Data show that relatively
fewer students (between three and four per-
centage points) reported feeling safe at
schools with above-average rates of physi-
cally violent incidents (e.g. fighting and
threats) compared to their peers at schools
with below-average rates of physically violent
incidents (Table 5). These findings are con-
sistent across school levels. The differences
are statistically significant though small.
Nonetheless, most threats of physical aggres-
sion are not carried out or, if they are, do not

end in injury.2o*

Table 5. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel
Safe on Campus, by Level of Physically Violent Inci-
dent Rates and School Level

School Phys.  Agreed They Feel Safe on Campus
Violent
IncidentRate E>  MS  HS  Overal

Below Avg  82% 69%  65%  72%
Above Avg  78% 66% 61%  68%
PP Difference® 4 K 4+ 4+

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point. ** p < 0.001
Note: This table references Q8 of the SES that asks students how
strongly they agree or disagree with the following statement: |
feel safe in this school.

School connectedness. Differences in stu-
dent connectedness to school at schools with
different levels of physically violent incident
rates also were apparent. Relatively fewer stu-
dents who attended schools with above-aver-
age rates of physically violent incidents re-
ported connectedness to their school com-
pared to their peers at schools with lower lev-
els of physically violent incidents (Appendix
B, Table B1). The size and significance of the
differences varied across measures and
school levels.

Weapons-related incident rates and on-
and off-campus safety

Safety on campus. We tested the hypothesis
that weapons-related incident rates may af-
fect student feelings of safety on campus. Dif-
ferences in feeling of safety between students
at above- or below-average weapons-related
incident rate schools were insignificant in el-
ementary and middle school. However, there
was a significant and negative relationship
between school weapons-related incident
rates and student perception of school safety
in high school. Students who attended
schools with weapons rates that are above the
high school average were less likely to report
feeling safe at school than their peers who at-
tend schools that are below the high school
average weapons-related incident rate.

School Connectedness and Risky Behavior

Research suggests that there is a relationship between school connectedness and student involvement in risky behavior (which
we define as incidents involving illegal or controlled substances or sexually inappropriate behaviors). A student’s involvement in
risky behaviors can impact their own connectedness to school as well as that of their peers. The National Center for Safe Support-
ive Learning Environments defines a safe school as one that is free from violence, bullying, harassment, and substance use.®
Thus, risky behavior incidents have the potential to threaten student perception of campus safety which could impact student
connectedness to school.

Moreover, research suggests that school connectedness can serve as a protective factor against risky behaviors such as illegal
substance abuse or early sexual initiation.”® That is, students who feel connected to their school are less likely to engage in risky
behaviors.

The IAU examined the relationship between risky behavior incident rates and student responses to the School Experience Survey
(SES) on school connectedness questions. The relationship was inconsistent and inconclusive (Appendix B, Tables B3 and B4).
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Safety off campus. We hypothesized that
fewer students on campuses with above-aver-
age rates of weapons incidents would report
feeling safe around their school than their
peers. Findings from this analysis confirm
there is a relationship between these two
measures. Data show that relatively fewer
students reported feeling safe in the neigh-
borhood around their school at schools with
above-average weapons-related incident
rates (62%) compared to their peers (66%)
(Table 6). This pattern was consistent across
all school levels. Though the differences are
small, they are statistically significant.

Table 6. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel
Safe off Campus, by Level of Weapons-Related Inci-
dent Rates and School Level

School Agreed They Feel Safe off Campus

Weapons
IncidentRate £ MS HS  Overall

Below Avg  68% 68% 63% 66%
Above Avg  63% 65% 58% 62%
PP Difference? 5** ** 5** 4+

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point. ** p < 0.001; *
p <0.05

Note: This table references Q9 of the SES that asks students how
strongly they agree or disagree with the following statement: |
feel safe in the neighborhood around this school.

Suicidal ideation incident rates and
school connectedness and bullying

School connectedness. The District’s number
one recurring safety threat is suicidal idea-
tion. School connectedness is one factor that
research shows is related to suicidal idea-
tion.?2 Thus, we hypothesized that fewer stu-
dents on campuses with above-average rates
of suicidal ideation incidents would report
feeling connected to their school than their
peers at campuses with below-average rates
of suicidal ideation. Findings from this analy-
sis were inconclusive (Appendix B, Table B2).3

Bullying. Research also suggests that there is
a strong relationship between suicidal

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

Safety and Connectedness as Related to Safety Incident Reports

ideation and bullying. According to the Cen-
ter for Disease Control (CDC) “any involve-
ment with bullying behavior is one stressor
which may significantly contribute to feel-
ings of helplessness and hopelessness that
raise the risk of suicide.”* This analysis ex-
amined the relationship between student re-
sponses to bullying questions on the SES and
campus suicidal ideation rates. The results of
this analysis were inconclusive in that they
were inconsistent across bullying type or the
differences were too small to report (see Ap-
pendix C, Table C5).

A Note on Bullying

In the SES, most students reported infrequent bullying
(never or once) across all categories. However, the share
of students who reported frequent bullying (2 or more
times) varies by bullying category and school level. As
shown below, elementary school students often report a
greater share of frequent bullying relative to students in
middle or high school. Almost one-third of elementary
students reported frequently having rumors spread about
them and a quarter experience frequent physical bullying.

Percent of Students Bullied Two or More Times by
Type and School Level

Type ES MS HS

Rumors Spread ~ 31% 24% 18%

Body Image  20% 19% 14%

Made fun of the way Italk ~ 18% 19% 16%
Physical 26%  16% 6%

Sexual  N/A 15% 14%

Online 7% 5% 4%
Source: 2018-19 SES Questions 14-19

Though SES results indicate that elementary students ex-
perience the highest level of bullying of the three school
levels, these students also make up the largest share of
enrollment. Per student, the bullying rate is actually high-
est among middle school students because middle
schools enroll fewer students than either elementary or
high schools. These results are consistent with iSTAR re-
ports of bullying, as described in our earlier report.> For
more information on bullying, see Appendix C.
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DISCUSSION

This analysis functions as an initial step to
help us understand more about what condi-
tions and events may be related to students
feeling safe or connected to their schools.
Though several limitations of the data re-
strict how we can interpret the results, this re-
port describes associations between inci-
dents at school sites that either plausibly af-
fect feelings of safety and connectedness or
reflect those feelings. By combining what we
know about these relationships with research
on causes of safety threats and promising
ways to reduce these threats, we can provide
insights for policymakers.

In this section, we discuss our three key find-
ings and what they suggest about how L.A.
Unified schools can continue to improve how
they meet the safety and belonging needs of
students.

Key Finding 1: There is a
relationship between rates of
physically violent incidents and
whether students feel safe and
connected to their school.

The first key finding is that, at schools with
above-average rates of physical violence,
students were significantly less likely to re-
port feeling safe and connected to their
schools than students at schools with below-
average rates of physical violence. Averages
are coarse representations, but this finding
does indicate some connection in the aggre-
gate between physically violent incidents and
students’ reported feelings of safety and con-
nectedness, which conforms to our expecta-
tions.

Research on why adolescents fight helps put
these findings into context since most physi-
cally violent incidents in our data are fights.

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

According to this research, fighters are una-
ware of alternatives to fighting that could re-
solve disputes.?® Non-fighters, on the other
hand, recognize various strategies for resolv-
ing disputes that do not involve fighting.
Guidance from adults on how to problem-
solve and handle grievances can make all stu-
dents aware of alternative dispute resolution
strategies, which could reduce the number of
fights. This kind of guidance is a pillar of re-
storative justice, which is part of the discipline
and school climate policy at District schools
(Figure 5).27%°

Figure 5. Physically Violent Incidents, Research on
Adolescent Fighters, and Possible Deterrents

O Weapons-

related
incidents
Safety Threat
Research Deterrent
@ Students carry

weapons as a
form of
protection in the
neighborhood

surrounding their
school.

Source: Shetgiri, R., et. al. (2015). Why Adolescents Fight: A Qual-
itative Study of Youth Perspectives on Fighting and lts Preven-
tion.

There is some evidence that—irrespective of
restorative justice—many students do not
learn about conflict resolution strategies in
District schools. One question on the SES
asks students if they agree that “an adult on
[their] campus talked to [them] about what to
do if someone makes [them] uncomfortable.”
Results show that only 50% of high schoolers
and 60% of middle schoolers indicated that
an adult talked to them about what to do if
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someone made them uncomfortable com-
pared to 75% of elementary schoolers.

More students (80%) who indicated an adult
on campus told them what to do if someone
makes them uncomfortable expressed feeling
safe on campus than did students who did not
indicate that an adult had told them what to
do if someone makes them uncomfortable
(55%).3* If helping students understand what
to do when someone makes them uncomfort-
able is comparable to adults providing guid-
ance to students on alternative dispute reso-
lution strategies, then evidence suggests that
adherence to this restorative practice might
reduce on-campus violence.

Reducing physically violent incidents in
schools is worthwhile in its own right but re-
sults from our analysis also suggest that de-
creasing these incidents holds promise for
meeting students’ needs for safety and con-
nectedness.

However, more information is needed before
we can recommend restorative justice to
meet the safety and belonging needs of stu-
dents. First, to state definitively that students
feel unsafe because of a high-level of violent
incidents at their schools, we would need to
ask students directly what makes them feel
unsafe. If we do determine in fact that physi-
cal violence is what threatens students’ sense
of safety, we would then need to evaluate the
effectiveness of restorative justice as it is
practiced in our schools for reducing physical
violence before we could recommend it for
this purpose. Nonetheless, findings from this
analysis do provide justification for further
examining the causes of students’ feelings
of safety and connectedness and for an eval-
uation of the efficacy of restorative justice
in the District.

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

Key Finding 2: There is a
relationship between above-
average rates of weapons-related
incidents and whether students
feel safe around campus.

The second key finding is that, at schools
with above-average rates of weapons inci-
dents, students were less likely to report
feeling safe in the neighborhood around
their school than students at schools with
below-average rates of weapons incidents.
This finding does not mean that all students
in all schools with above-average rates of
weapons-related incidents feel unsafe in their
neighborhoods or that the other schools are
in safe neighborhoods; it just points to a rela-
tionship on average across the District be-
tween students’ reported feelings of off-cam-
pus safety and the rate of incidents involving
weapons.

Some students carry weapons to school, and -
given our findings relating these incidents
with perceptions of off-campus safety-under-
standing the root causes of weapon-carry-
ing could be a step towards addressing stu-
dents’ safety needs.

Some weapons-related incident reports may
be the result of students carrying weapons
because they felt safer with a weapon to pro-
tect them from dangerous situations.3? In a
report published by the ACLU SoCal, stu-
dents stated a reason for carrying weapons
was that they did not feel safe on their com-
mute to school. This report quoted one stu-
dent saying they carry pepper spray as pro-
tection to and from school.3334

Protection for students on their commute to
and from school could be a deterrence strat-
egy: it is one way to make students feel safer
and could therefore decrease weapons-re-
lated incidents reported at schools (Figure 6).
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However, more information is needed before
we can recommend safe passage to school in-
itiatives as a strategy to meet the safety
needs of students. First, to state definitively
that students carry weapons as a form of pro-
tection on their commute to school, we would
need to ask students who are caught carrying
weapons why they did so. If we do determine
in fact that students carry weapons to protect
themselves from dangerous situations in the
neighborhood around their school, we would
then need to evaluate the effectiveness of
particular safe passage programs for improv-
ing students’ perception of off-campus safety
before we could recommend it for this pur-
pose. Still, findings from this analysis do
provide justification for further examina-
tion of the causes of students’ feelings un-
safe around campus and for an evaluation of
the efficacy of safe passage programs in the
District.

Figure 6. Weapons-Related Incidents, Research on
Why Adolescents Carry Weapons, and Possible De-
terrents

0 Physically

violent
incidents

Safety Threat

Research Deterrent

@ Fighters are
aware of few
alternatives to

dispute resolution
other than

physical
aggression.

Source: Wallace, Lacey. (2016). Armed Kids, Armed Adults?
Weapon Carrying From Adolescence to Adulthood; Leung, V., et.
al. (June 2018). Here to Learn: Creating Safe and Supportive
Schools in Los Angeles Unified School District.
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Key Finding 3: The relationship
between connectedness measures
and school suicidal ideation rates
is inconsistent.

The third key finding is that students at
schools with above-average rates of suicidal
ideation incidents were no more or less
likely to report feelings of connectedness
than their peers at schools with below-aver-
age rates of suicidal ideation incidents.3"
Here, the data tell us that the school-level sui-
cidal ideation incident rate has no relation to
its students’ reported feelings of connected-
ness, even though school connectedness can
serve as a protective factor against suicidal
ideation.?®

This lack of association between SES-re-
ported feelings of connectedness and suicidal
ideation suggests that (1) students’ relation-
ships with their school may be only one of
many factors that contributes to suicidal ide-
ation, and (2) that the SES is not useful for
helping us understand what drives suicidal
ideation among L.A. Unified students.

Therefore, more information is needed before
a firm recommendation can be made about
how to reduce suicidal ideation in District
schools. However, since L.A. Unified recog-
nizes suicide and other related behaviors as
serious public health issues but has no large-
scale, direct way to identify hotspots or
trends in circumstances surrounding suicidal
ideation-related incidents among students,
further research that can identify the
causes of suicidal ideation and its relation-
ship to school climate is justified.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Before the District can effectively direct re-
sources in ways that will help students feel
safer and more connected to their schools,
leadership needs to know more about what
conditions in and around their schools make
students feel safe and connected. Then, the
District needs to explore and evaluate ways
to improve those conditions.

If the District is interested in understanding
what makes students feel safe, unsafe, or con-
nected to their school or if leadership is inter-
ested in understanding more about incidents
involving suicidal ideation, then we recom-
mend the District:

« Pose follow-up questions to students in
the School Experience Survey (SES) to
understand what makes them feel safe,
unsafe, or connected to their school com-
munity. The SES is a readily available but
underutilized tool to learn more about the
‘why’ behind student perception of safety
and connectedness.

« Ensure reports of weapons-related inci-
dents include information about student
motivation for carrying weapons. Stu-
dents may carry weapons as a form of pro-
tection, but more information is needed to
confirm this explanation.

« Review and possibly renew advocacy ef-
forts regarding safe passage to school ini-
tiatives and partnerships. While we do not
know for certain what makes students feel
unsafe off campus, there is evidence that
suggest that students who feel unsafe in the
neighborhood surrounding their school feel
so during their commute to and from
school. In October 2020, the Board passed a
resolution entitled Safety First: Leveraging
Partnerships and Advocacy to Create Safe
Routes and Passages to School for All Los

LASCHOOLBOARD.ORG/IAU

Angeles Unified Students (Res 040-19/20)
which directed the Superintendent to -
among other things - study and report back
to the Board on the feasibility of a Safe Pas-
sages pilot program.

Assess implementation of restorative jus-
tice practices in L.A. Unified Schools.
Though we cannot say for sure why some
students fight or feel unsafe at school, evi-
dence suggests that adolescent fighters
know of few alternative dispute resolution
strategies relative to non-fighters and more
students express feeling safe when adults
tell them what to do when someone makes
them uncomfortable compared to when
they do not. In May 2013, District leader-
ship adopted the School Climate Bill of
Rights and committed to implementing re-
storative justice practices in all schools by
2020.%” The Board needs to know to what
extent restorative justice practices have
been implemented throughout the District.

Identify a direct way to examine suicidal
ideation trends among students and to
identify possible associations between
school climate and suicidal ideation.
While school facilities have been closed be-
cause of the COVID-19 pandemic, some ar-
eas of the District have implemented men-
tal health screenings for students as a way
to assess for increased risk of suicidal idea-
tion. The District could consider ways to
maintain and expand these mental health
screenings to reach more students now that
school campuses are open. But screenings
would not necessarily improve school con-
ditions that may contribute to suicidal idea-
tion, so more research is needed into rela-
tionships between suicidal behavior and
conditions such as bullying, academic ex-
pectations, safety, students’ sense of be-
longing, and other psychological factors.
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APPENDIX A
SES School Connectedness Measures by Student Characteristics

Question 1: “I am happy to be at this school.”

Figure Al. Percent of Students Who Agreed They are Happy to be at Their School, by Race/Ethnicity and School Level
Elementary* Middle* High* Grand Total

84% 75% 75%
0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100%
% of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents

Question 2: “I feel like | am a part of this school.”

Figure A2. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel Like They are a Part of Their School, by Race/Ethnicity and
School Level

Elementary* Middle* High* Grand Total
Overall

Dverall 67%

Overall 63% 72%

Asian 81% Overall 71% 65%

80%

70%

T N
White 81% 71%
0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100%
% of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents
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Question 3: “I feel close to people at this school.”

Figure A3. Percent of Students Who Agreed They Feel Close to People at Their School, by Race/Ethnicity and School
Level

Elementary* Middle* High* Grand Total

59%

Overall
2%

Overall
73%

Overall
74%

76% 2%

Asian

Black 70% 70%

Filipino 79% 75% 70%

Hispanic 77% 73% 65%

Indigenous 63% 67% 69%

Pacific Islander 74% 77% 74%

Two or more 77% 74% 67%

White 78% 75% 70%

o
xR

100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100%
% of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents % of Respondents

Summary of Responses to Questions 1-3

Table Al. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures, by Race/Ethnicity and School Level

Elementary Middle High
Race/Ethnicity Q1 Q2 3 Avg. Q1 Q2 Q3 Avg. Q1 Q2 Q3  Avg.
Asian 87% 81% 76%  81% 7%  T% 72%  13% 70% 65% 89%  68%
Black 5%  14%  70%  73% 65% 63% 70% 66% 55% 56% 60% 57%
Filipino 90% 83% 79%  84% 9% 7%  75%  75% % 68% 70% 70%
Hispanic 85% 82% 71% 8% 74%  68% 13%  12% 68% 60% 65%  64%
Indigenous 5%  T1%  63%  12% 75% 51% 67%  66% 67% 62% 70%  66%
Pacific Islander 89% 82% T74%  82% 79%  69% 71%  75% 68% 67% 74%  69%
Two or more 86% 80% 71%  81% 73% 66% 74% 1% 65% 66% 67% 66%
White 86% 8% 78%  82% 5%  67% T15% 12% 70% 64% 70%  68%
Overall 84% 80% 74%  79% 5%  61% 13% 1% 67% 63% 68% 66%

[=]
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APPENDIX B
SES School Connectedness Measures by iSTAR Incident Type
Physically Violent Incidents

Table Bl. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures, by Level of Physically Violent Incident
Rates and School Level

School Connectedness Questions:

School Phys. Happy to be at their school Feel a part of their school Feel close to people at school
Violent (Agree) (Agree) (Agree)
Incident Rate ES MS HS  Overall ES MS HS Overall ES MS HS Overall

Below Avg 86%  74% 69%  76%

82% 68% 61% 70% 7%  13%
80% 67% 60% 68% 5%  72%

2** -I ]** 2** 2**
aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05

66%  72%
63%  70%
‘I* 3** 2**

Above Avg 83% 73%  65% 73%
PP Difference? 3 ** 4** 3

Suicidal Ideation Incidents

Table B2. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures, by Level of Suicidal Ideation Rates
and School Level

School Connectedness Questions:
School Happy to be at their school Feel a part of their school Feel close to people at school
Suicidal (Agree) (Agree) (Agree)
Ideation Rate ES MS HS  Overall ES MS HS Overall ES MS HS Overall
Below Avg 85%  74%  61%  15%

81% 68% 60% 69% 7%  74%
81% 68% 61%  69% 76% 7%

0** 0 _‘I* 0 ‘I**
aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05

65%  72%
65%  70%
TH* 0 J**

Above Avg 84% 73%  68% 74%
PP Difference® ™ [ T

lllegal or Controlled Substance Incidents

Table B3. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures, by Level of lllegal or Controlled Sub-
stance Rates and School Level

School School Connectedness Questions:

lllegal/ Happy to be at their school Feela part of their school Feel close to people at school
Controlled (Agree) (Agree) (Agree)
Substance

Rate ES MS HS  Overall ES MS HS Overall ES MS HS Overall
Below Avg 85% 74%  67%  75% 81% 68% 60% 70% 77% 73% 65% 72%

Above Avg 83% 72%  69%  73%

79% 67% 62%  67% 75% 7%  65% 69%
PP Differencea 2** 2** _2** 2** 2** ‘I* _2** 3** 2** 2** 0 3**

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05
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Inappropriate Sexual Behavior or Sex Crime Incidents

Table B4. Percent of Students Who Agreed to School Connectedness Measures, by Level of Inappropriate Sexual Be-

havior or Sex Crimes Rate and School Level

School School Connectedness Questions:
Inappropriate Happy to be at their school Feel a part of their school Feel close to people at school
Sexual (Agree) (Agree) (Agree)
Behavior or
Sex Crime Rate ES MS HS  Overall ES MS HS Overall ES MS HS Overall
Below Avg 85% 74%  68% 76% 81% 68% 61% 70% 76% 73% 66% 72%
Above Avg 84% 73%  671%  73% 81% 68% 60% 68% 77% 72% 64%  69%
PP Differencea ]** -l* ]** 3** 0** 0* ]** 2** '| ]** 2** 3**

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05
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APPENDIX C

SES Bullying Measures

Table C1. SES Bullying Items

Question Given To
Question  Bullying Type ltem (During the last 12 months, how many times on school property have...) ES MS HS
14 RumorsSpread  “I' have had mean rumors or lies spread about me” v v v
15 Body Image “I have been teased about what my body looks like” v v
[Made fun of
“ ” v v v
16 the] Way | Talk | have been made fun of because of my looks or the way | talk
7 Physical I ha\fe.been.pu.shed, shovid, slapped, hit, or kicked by someone who v v
wasn’t just kidding around
18 Sexual “I have had sexual jokes, comments, or gestures made to me” v v
19 Online “I have been bullied online” v v v

Note: SES bulling responses ranged from never to four or more times. The |AU sorted responses into two groups: /nfrequently—which included
“Never” and “Only once”—or Frequently—which included “Two or three times” and “Four or more.”

Table C2. Percent of Elementary School Students Who Reported Frequent Bullying (Two or More Times), by Race/Eth-
nicity and Bullying Type

Race/Ethnicity RumorsSpread  Body Image Way | Talk Physical Online
Asian 26% 18% 17% 26% 6%
Black 43% 30% 29% 39% 10%
Filipino 24% 15% 16% 24% 8%
Hispanic 30% 20% 17% 24% 7%
Indigenous 37% 26% 17% 33% 8%
Pacific Islander 32% 20% 17% 26% 6%
Two or more 30% 17% 18% 27% 5%
White 31% 18% 17% 28% 7%
Overall 31% 20% 18% 26% 7%

Note: This table presents the average percent of students who responded “2 or 3” or “4 or more” to questions 14-19 on the SES.
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Table C3. Percent of Middle School Students Who Reported Frequent Bullying (Two or More Times), by Race/Ethnicity
and Bullying Type

Race/Ethnicity RumorsSpread  BodyImage Way | Talk Physical Sexual Online
Asian 23% 18% 21% 15% 16% 5%
Black 32% 26% 28% 22% 21% 6%
Filipino 23% 20% 22% 14% 18% 5%
Hispanic 23% 19% 17% 15% 13% 4%
Indigenous 32% 22% 23% 15% 26% 6%
Pacific Islander 26% 22% 19% 18% 15% 4%
Two or more 26% 20% 20% 17% 2% 5%
White 26% 21% 21% 17% 19% 6%
Overall 24% 19% 19% 16% 15% 5%

Note: This table presents the average percent of students who responded “2 or 3” or “4 or more” to questions 14-19 on the SES.

Table C4. Percent of High School Students Who Reported Frequent Bullying (Two or More Times), by Race/Ethnicity
and Bullying Type

Race/Ethnicity RumorsSpread  BodyImage Way | Talk Physical Sexual Online
Asian 15% 13% 7% 5% 13% 4%
Black 22% 19% 24% 8% 22% 5%
Filipino 18% 16% 20% 6% 16% 5%
Hispanic 17% 13% 14% 6% 13% 4%
Indigenous 26% 14% 16% 7% 18% 5%
Pacific Islander 22% 15% 20% 4% 20% 4%
Two or more 19% 15% 21% 1% 21% 6%
White 20% 17% 20% 6% 20% 5%
Overall 18% 14% 16% 6% 14% 4%

Note: This table presents the average percent of students who responded “2 or 3” or “4 or more” to questions 14-19 on the SES.

Table C5. Percent of Students Who Reported Frequent Bullying (Two or More Times), by Level of Suicidal Ideation Rate

Suicidal IdeationRate  Rumors Spread ~ Body Image Way | Talk Physical Sexual Online
Below Avg 24% 18% 18% 15% 15% 5%
Above Avg 24% 18% 17% 16% 14% 5%
PP Difference? 0* 0 1 -1* [ 0

aHere, PP is an abbreviation for percentage point; ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05
Note: This table presents the average percent of students who responded “2 or 3” or “4 or more” to questions 14-19 on the SES.
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