Study 1

School-based behavioral problems have long been identified as risk factors for delinquency, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy (Silberberg & Silberberg, 1971; Maguin & Loeber, 1996; Heaviside, Rowand, Williams & Farris, 1998; Dynarski & Gleason, 1999; Howell, 2003).  Truancy (i.e., absenteeism from school) has emerged as the most noticeable and significant issue, one that sets into motion a worsening sequence of poor school performance, additional types of delinquent behavior, and social isolation (Bell, Rosen & Dynlacht, 1994; Garry, 1996; Hawkins & Lishner, 1987; Lipsey & Derzon, 1998).  

Various delinquency prevention programs throughout the state, many of which are funded either wholly or in part by federal assistance, address the issue of truancy.  Some of these programs are implemented in an alternative school context, where deliverability is ensured and the holistic nature of truancy can be addressed.  The Discovery Program described below is one such initiative.  The Discovery Program, housed in an alternative school, is a means of combating the underlying causes of truancy. Students are referred for participation in the Discovery Program by their home school principal based on the students’ past academic, discipline, and attendance records.  For many participants, typically students suspended five or more days or those recommended for expulsion, this program constitutes a last alternative to juvenile justice confinement.

The mission of the Program is to reduce the number of problem behaviors and increase academic performance within the program group specifically, and reduce the number of suspensions and expulsions in the school district, generally.
Several students were selected by program staff to participate in one-on-one interviews with the research team.  These students, chosen for their exemplary performance while in the Program, were asked about their personal educational and disciplinary experiences both before and after arriving at the alternative school, their relationships with both staff and fellow students, home environments, and general impression of the program.  Information was solicited from these interviewees about their truancy and suspension problems and how they perceived the Discovery Program.

For the year two cohort, grades and attendance records were obtained for the 2003-2004 academic year from school records.  Grades were collected for each of the students’ four core academic subjects (English/Language Arts, Math, Science, and Social Studies) as were the number of unexcused or unlawful absences.

Study 2

It has never been more important than it is in the modern age of community-oriented policing and problem solving to establish and understand the factors that influence the community members’ perceptions towards policing and the police. Previous studies on citizens’ attitudes towards the police have demonstrated that different population groups express different levels of satisfaction with the police, with the more satisfied groups tending to show more positive attitudes towards the agents of law enforcement (Huebner, Schafer, & Bynum, 2004; Wu, Sun, &

Triplett, 2009).  Satisfaction is often based on preconceptions of the community members towards policing and preconceptions are influenced by the type of information to which the subject has been exposed (Peirce, 1994). Quite often, most people obtain information that shapes

their opinions regarding the justice system from the mass media (Warr, 1980; Tsoudis, 2000;

Mason, 2007).

This study explores the effect of higher education on the attitudes towards the police, based on the fact that the research-based information gained from higher education equips the person with the knowledge required to demystify the sensational information propagated by the mass media (Veneziano & Brown, 1994; Kelley & Stack, 1997; Tsoudis, 2000). The study examines the significance of the differences in attitudes towards the police between those with more knowledge of accurate information about the police and those without such knowledge.
There is no gainsaying that criminal justice academic majors gain specific knowledge that affords them a more informed position for evaluating how well the criminal justice system performs (Lambert & Clarke, 2004). Academic major serves as the basis for our expectation that non-criminal justice majors are likely to base their perceptions and attitudes towards the justice system on information gained from the mass media thus having less accurate knowledge than criminal justice majors (Tsoudis, 2000).

Criminal justice and non-criminal justice students in a four-year midsized public university in the Midwest were polled in regards to their attitude towards the police. The criminal justice sample comprised students whose major was criminal justice as of the spring 2009 when the study was conducted, and who were enrolled in at least one criminal justice course by that time. A comparison sample of noncriminal justice majors at comparable academic levels was also drawn and students enrolled in those majors at the time of the study were eligible to participate. The majors were geology, chemistry, dental hygiene, and visual design. Some 170 students from these majors took part in the study.

Surveys, with fourteen statements pertaining to the various measurable aspects of attitude towards the police, were distributed to all the students in the identified classes (see appendix 1 for the full listing of the statements).  The students were asked to rate each of the statements along a five-point continuum to indicate the extent to which they either agreed or disagreed with the statements. The responses were precoded as “strongly agree” or 1; “agree” or 2; “neutral/undecided” or 3; “disagree” or 4; and “strongly disagree” or 5.

Appendix 1

Variable 1 = Police provide an important service to the community

Variable 2 = Police are too harsh

Variable 3 = Police break the law all the time

Variable 4 = Police arrest only people they don’t like

Variable 5 = Police unfairly target racial minorities

Variable 6 = Police arrest only poor people

Variable 7 = Most traffic violation tickets are unfair

Variable 8 = Police are corrupt; they accept bribes

Variable 9 = More racial minority police officers will reduce crime

Variable 10 = It’s risky to report crime to the police; they’ll turn around against you

Variable 11 = Never volunteer information to the police; it’s their duty to look for criminals

Variable 12 = Police should focus on dangerous criminals, not traffic violators

Variable 13 = Police are to blame for the high rate of crime

Variable 14 = I would recommend my child/close family member to be a police officer

