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Executive Summary

Most analysis of, and debate about, public charter schools focuses on student 
performance on standardized reading and math tests. These are important 
indicators of school quality; but school safety is also a crucial consideration. 

Unfortunately, whereas standardized test score data are universally available, reliable 
data on school safety are scarce.
New York City, however, administers a school-climate survey to students and teachers every year that 
includes several questions about safety. Using responses to these questions for the 2016–17 school year, 
this paper provides a comparative descriptive analysis of New York City student and teacher perceptions of 
safety at 150 charter schools and their neighboring traditional (“district”) public schools.1

Key findings

    �Overall: 64 of 150 charter schools provide a safer climate than their neighboring traditional public 
schools, 24 charters are less safe, and 62 charters are roughly as safe.

    �Elementary schools: 24 charters are safer than their neighboring traditional public schools, 12 are less 
safe, and 20 are roughly as safe.

    �Middle schools: 26 are safer than their neighboring traditional public schools, 3 are less safe, and 25 
are roughly as safe.

    �High schools: 14 are safer than their neighboring traditional public schools, 9 are less safe, and 17 are 
roughly as safe.

    �After demographic differences between students are accounted for, the charter school safety  
advantage remains statistically significant.
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Parents Prioritize School Safety
Researchers have intensively studied what motivates parents when they choose a school for their child. The strong 
consensus: parents typically value academic quality most, but safety is often a close second and, sometimes, even 
the first priority. 

In 2017, researchers at the Wisconsin Institute for Law & Liberty conducted an econometric analysis of parents’ 
choices in Milwaukee, which has traditional public and charter schools (as well as one of America’s most robust 
school voucher programs). They found that the single most important factor motivating parents to transfer their 
students was safety: “[A]n increase of one 911 phone call per student is expected to lead to a decline in enrollment 
of nearly 65 students.”2 The researchers also found: “Academic quality does not appear to be a significant driver of 
enrollment changes. Instead, we see that safety [as measured by student 911 calls] is a significant, positive predictor 
of school growth.”

In 2013, researchers at EdChoice, an organization that promotes school choice, surveyed participants in Georgia’s 
tax-credit scholarship program. They found that parents ranked “better student discipline” and “improved student 
safety” above “better education” and “better learning environment” as their top reasons for choosing a school.3

In 2012, researchers at the University of Arkansas conducted a survey of parents in Detroit, dividing them into 
three categories based on their experience choosing a school: “veteran” choosers, who had previously exercised 
choice over the school that their child attended (above and beyond their choice of neighborhood in which to live); 
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“emerging” choosers, who planned on choosing a new 
school for their child in the near future; and “poten-
tial” choosers, who considered making a choice some-
time in the future.4 The researchers found that whereas 
“veteran” choosers were more likely to rank academic 
performance as a top priority, “emerging” and “poten-
tial” choosers were more likely to prioritize safety and 
discipline.

This recent research is consistent with some of the ear-
liest analysis of parental motivation in school choice, 
conducted by researchers at the State University of 
New York and the University of Illinois at Chicago, in 
2000. They found that “lower socioeconomic status and 
minority parents are more likely to value schools that 
perform the bedrock function of providing a safe envi-
ronment.”5

Measuring School Safety
Parents prioritize school safety, but there are few reli-
able ways to assess it. In New York City, for example, 
school safety statistics have become, in the words of a 
Politico New York reporter, a front in a “proxy war.”6 
Charter advocates have raised alarm bells over state 
data suggesting that violent incidents have risen pre-
cipitously under Mayor Bill de Blasio. According to 
state data, crime in New York City school rose by 23% 
from 2013–14 to 2014–15; assaults that caused a phys-
ical injury increased by 39%.7

However, de Blasio’s allies have questioned the accura-
cy of New York’s data system, which relies on teacher 
and administrator self-reporting. According to John 
King, former U.S. secretary of education, the state’s 
data system “rarely reflects the realities of school 
health and safety.”8 Indeed, de Blasio has claimed that 
New York City’s 2016–17 school year was the safest 
on record, noting that arrests and summonses fell 
by about 10%, compared with the previous year.9 Yet 
Derek Jackson, the union representative for New York 
City’s school-safety officers, disputed de Blasio’s claim, 
arguing that reported safety incidents declined because 
of a policy shift that encouraged more infractions to go 
unreported: “[W]hat [de Blasio] did was take crimes 
and not call them crimes any longer.”10

Perhaps the most reliable data on school safety—and 
certainly the data most insulated from policy or politi-
cal manipulation—are anonymous student and teacher 

responses to school-climate surveys. However, only 
seven of America’s 50 largest school districts admin-
ister annual school-climate surveys to both tradition-
al public schools and most of their charter schools 
and make school-level results (i.e., results for specific 
schools) public.11 Of these seven school districts, only 
New York City and Baltimore make the data available 
in a format amenable to analysis.12 This paper will thus 
focus on the results of the NYC School Survey for the 
2016–17 school year.

NYC School Survey, 
2016–17
The NYC School Survey has been administered an-
nually since 2007. It asks students and teachers what 
they think about school climate, on matters ranging 
from academic expectations to school safety. Earlier 
this year, I published an analysis of answers to safe-
ty-related questions on the NYC School Survey, from 
2011–12 to 2015–16: according to students, school 
safety declined significantly under the de Blasio ad-
ministration.13 Unfortunately, changes to the 2016–17 
NYC School Survey make it impossible to extend that 
analysis to the current year.14 

However, it is still possible to make comparisons 
between schools in a given year. Below, I explore dif-
ferences in student and teacher perceptions of school 
safety between charter and traditional public schools 
in 2016–17.

Methodology
For each school, I first created a safety index score by 
averaging student responses to six prompts:

	 1.	 At my school, I feel safe in my classrooms

	 2.	 At my school, I feel safe in the hallways

	 3.	 At my school, students get into physical fights

	 4.	 At my school, bullying is a problem

	 5.	 At my school, students use drugs and alcohol

	 6.	 At my school, there is gang activity

For prompts 1 and 2, students could select: strongly dis-
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agree, disagree, agree, or strongly agree. For prompts 
3–6, students could select: none of the time, rarely, 
some of the time, or most of the time. The percentag-
es of positive responses to each prompt (i.e., agreeing 
that school is safe or reporting that dangerous behavior 
occurs rarely) were averaged to arrive at each school’s 
score. Because the NYC School Survey is not admin-
istered to students at the elementary level, I relied on 
teachers’ responses (strongly disagree, disagree, agree, 
or strongly agree) at elementary schools to the prompt: 
“At my school, order and discipline are maintained.” 
Charter and traditional public schools that did not 
have answers to all prompts, or that had a response 
rate below 40%, were dropped from the analysis.

I present my analysis in two parts. The first part com-
pares charter schools with traditional public schools 
in the same neighborhood. I compared every charter 
school with its three geographically nearest tradition-
al public schools (including “co-located” schools, i.e., 
schools that share a same building) that serve the same 
or overlapping grades. Using New York City’s grade-
band designations, I paired “high schools” with “sec-
ondary schools” (henceforth “secondary” schools) 
and K–8 schools with “middle schools / junior high” 
(henceforth “primary” schools). Charter schools desig-
nated as K–12 were dropped from the analysis (there 
are only four K–12 traditional public schools, and 
K–12 schools don’t match neatly with middle or high 
schools). Because New York City gives preference in 
charter school lotteries to students who live in the same 
school district in which the desired charter school is 
located, charter schools were matched first with tradi-
tional public schools in the same district. (If there were 
not three matches in the district, additional matches 
were made based on distance from the charter school.)

Next, I created a safety index based on the prompts 
above. If a charter school’s safety index was 5 or more 
percentage points higher than its traditional public 
school neighbor (10 percentage points for elementary 
schools because of the limited questions available for 
analysis and the smaller sample size), it was deemed 
to have a safety advantage over its neighbor, and it 
received 1 point for that comparison. If the charter 
school’s safety index was within 5 percentage points of 
its traditional public school neighbor, it was deemed 
to have no advantage, and it received 0 points for that 
comparison. If the charter school’s safety index was 5 
percentage points or more lower than its traditional 
public school neighbor, it was deemed to have a safety 
disadvantage, and it received -1 points for that com-

parison. (The 5-percentage-point threshold is a dis-
cretionary cutoff. The Appendix provides the same 
analysis for nonelementary schools, with a cutoff of 10 
percentage points.)

These three comparisons tell us whether a higher 
(henceforth “safer”), lower (“less safe), or similar (“as 
safe”) percentage of students reported feeling safe at 
charter schools compared with students at neighbor-
ing traditional public schools. Charter schools thus 
received a total score of -3 to 3. A charter school that 
received a score of 2 or 3 is safer than most, or all, of 
its neighboring traditional public schools, and it is not 
less safe than any traditional public school neighbor. A 
charter school that scored 1, 0, or -1 is roughly as safe 
as most of its neighboring traditional public schools. 
A charter school that scored -2 or -3 is less safe than 
most, or all, of its traditional public school neighbors, 
and it is not safer than any traditional public school 
neighbors.

This geographic comparative analysis answers a ques-
tion that is often at the forefront of parents’ minds: 
Would a nearby charter school be a safer option for my 
child?

Still, schools’ student compositions can vary 
substantially. A charter school’s safety advantage 
over its traditional public school neighbor might 
be unremarkable if the charter school served a 
wealthier student population (where problems such 
as gang violence would, presumably, be less common). 
Therefore, the second part of my analysis aims to 
establish, descriptively, whether safety differences are 
attributable to basic demographic differences.

I do a straightforward multilinear regression that takes 
into account the percentage of students who qualified 
for free and reduced-price lunch; the percentage of stu-
dents who required special education; the percentage 
of African-American students; and the percentage of 
Hispanic students. (This is not intended to establish 
a causal relationship between school governance and 
school safety. Such an effort would need to take into 
account many additional variables, such as local crime 
levels, local unemployment rates, teacher experience 
and characteristics, and more robust student-level 
characteristics.)
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Charters Are Safer—
According to Students 
and Teachers
Elementary School
Figure 1 shows safety scores for 150 (charter) ele-
mentary, middle, and high schools. Twenty-four of 56 
charter elementary schools are safer than their neigh-
boring traditional public schools; 12 charter elementary 
schools are less safe than their neighboring traditional 
public schools; and 20 charter schools are roughly as 
safe as their neighboring traditional public schools.

Middle School
Half of charter middle schools (26 of 54) are safer than 
their traditional public school neighbors; only 3 are 
less safe; and 25 are roughly as safe.

High School
A plurality of charter high schools (17 of 40) are roughly 
as safe; 14 are safer; and 9 are less safe.

Charter schools frequently serve student bodies that 
are notably different from those served by their tra-
ditional public school neighbors. Sometimes, for in-
stance, they serve a higher (or lower) share of students 
in poverty. Other times, they serve a higher (or lower) 
share of students with disabilities. Yet the strictly geo-

FIGURE 1. 

Charter Schools’ Safety Index Score

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the NYC School Survey
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graphic comparison, above, will not capture such dif-
ferences in student populations.

Figure 2 attempts to account for such differences. It 
shows the student safety scores (see the Appendix for 

teacher safety scores) of primary schools, traditional 
(“P”) as well as charter (“P”), and it shows the student 
safety scores of secondary schools, traditional (“S”) as 
well as charter (“S”)—according to the percentage of 
their students who are eligible for free and reduced-price 

FIGURE 2. 

Student Safety Scores—and Demographics—of Charter and Traditional Public Schools 

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the NYC School Survey
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lunch (FRL); the percentage of their students who 
receive special education (SPED); the percentage of 
their students who are African-American; and the per-
centage of their students who are Hispanic. The y-axis, 
the school’s safety index, is based on the average of pos-
itive responses to the six prompts above. (A school that 
scored “100” saw all students give a positive answer to 
all prompts; a school that scored “0” saw all students 
give a negative answer to all prompts.) For traditional 
primary schools, the best-fit line is solid gray; for tradi-
tional secondary schools, the best-fit line is dashed gray. 
For charter primary schools, the best-fit line is solid 
blue; for charter secondary schools, it is dashed blue.

Figure 2 shows that traditional public schools with high 
rates of student poverty (i.e., FRL eligibility) tend to be 
less safe than schools with lower poverty rates (the Ps 
and Ss are concentrated in the middle part of the far 
right); and it shows that charter schools serving a higher 
percentage of poor students are safer than those serving 
a lower share (the Ps and Ss are abundant in the upper 
part of the far right).

Figure 2 also shows that students at traditional primary 
and secondary schools, as well as at charter primary 
schools, with high percentages of special-education stu-
dents tend to feel less safe than in schools with lower 
percentages of those students. Yet in charter second-
ary schools, there is no correlation between SPED and 
safety, suggesting that charter high schools offer a better 
climate for high-needs students than do traditional 
public high schools.

Across all school types, the percentage of Afri-
can-American students is negatively correlated with 
safety, although charter schools offer relatively greater 
safety than traditional public schools. Meanwhile, at 
traditional primary and secondary schools, the per-
centage of Hispanic students is slightly negatively cor-
related with safety; but in charter schools, it is slightly 
positively correlated with safety.

Finally, a multilinear regression suggests that the 
charter advantage on safety remains statistically sig-
nificant—at about 5 percentage points on the safety 
index, above—after basic demographics are taken 
into account.

Conclusion
According to New York’s teachers and students, the 
city’s charter schools offer a safer learning environ-
ment than do its traditional public schools—even when 
differences in student populations are accounted for. 
Of the 150 charter schools analyzed in this paper, 64 
provide a safer climate than their neighboring tra-
ditional public schools, 24 are less safe, and 62 are 
roughly as safe. 

These findings do not prove that charters are responsi-
ble for creating the safer environment in their schools.15 
Nor can we infer from these findings that charters 
in other cities are safer than their traditional public 
school counterparts.16 Yet these findings do offer im-
portant insights into the conditions—and failures—of 
New York City schools. (According to students, the 50 
most dangerous schools in New York City are all tra-
ditional public schools.17 The most dangerous, Urban 
Assembly School for Wildlife Conservation, saw one 
student recently stabbed to death and another critical-
ly injured.)18

In recent years, discussion across the U.S. about school 
safety has emphasized suspension rates rather than the 
opinions of students and teachers.19 But suspensions 
are an imperfect measure of school climate: they are 
handed out at the discretion of school administrators, 
and they can be reduced even when student behavior 
does not improve. If school-climate surveys were im-
plemented in more school districts and the data were 
made readily available to parents and policymakers, 
schools could more easily be held accountable for 
safety, as well as for test scores.
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Appendix

FIGURE 3. 

Charter Schools’ Safety Index Score with Cutoff of 10 Percentage Points

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the NYC School Survey
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FIGURE 4. 

Teacher Safety Scores—and Demographics—of Charter and Traditional Public Schools* 

*Elementary schools included
Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the NYC School Survey
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