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Abstract
School Resource Officers (SROs) play a critical role in establishing a safe learning environment for students across the nation.  Though there are several studies related to SRO perceptions regarding their roles and responsibilities, a thorough literature review found no studies that looked specifically at the relationship of SRO gender to their perceptions.  This study involved 53 SROs across three municipalities along the East Coast. Among several findings were that while overall the officers seem satisfied with their duties, gender does seem to have a relationship on the amount of time SROs spend participating in these duties and in their satisfaction related to the duties.  Recommendations to school superintendents and principals include recognizing the potential advantage of selecting female SROs to serve on their campuses and establishing district-wide policies to annually assess the level of job satisfaction among SROs assigned to schools.
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The Relationship of Gender on the Perceptions of School Resource Officers Regarding Roles, Responsibilities, and School Culture and Collaboration
	School resource officers (SROs) play a critical role in maintaining a safe and secure learning environment in 35% of public schools across America (Weiler & Cray, 2011).  All public school principals should be aware that the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) requires schools to provide a safe environment and empowers parents with the ability to transfer their children out of schools that are deemed persistently dangerous.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon principals to take advantage of every resource at their disposal, including effective use of SROs, among which are an increasing number of women.  While females continue to make up a relatively small percentage of the law enforcement community, they represent a vital contribution to its culture and effectiveness.  According to Lonsway, Moore, Harrington, Smeal, and Spillar (2003), “In 2001, women accounted for only 12.7% of all sworn law enforcement positions in large agencies, 8.1% in small and rural agencies, and 14.4% in federal agencies” (p. 2).  Martin (1980) was among the first to examine the roles of female police officers and found they were typically assigned to duties related to working with children and domestic violence.  While assignment as an SRO is often voluntary, SRO duties reflect a continuation of this trend as their role is to primarily work with school-aged students.
The partnerships forged between school systems and local law enforcement agencies help to provide the necessary structures needed to assist SROs in the successful completion of their duties.  In order to ensure the continued success of these partnerships, it is vital to gain insight into the roles these SROs perform, the level of collaboration SROs perceive they are receiving from schools, and their level of satisfaction with current duties.  In addition, it would be valuable to understand if gender plays a significant role in officer perceptions.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of SROs regarding their roles, responsibilities, school culture and collaboration, and to determine if officer gender related to reported perceptions.
Literature Review
School Resource Officers served within the American school system as far back as the 1950s (Weiler & Cray, 2011), but the role of the SRO in schools has changed significantly over the past decade.  According to Forrester (2010),
SROs are defined in H.R. 3711, The Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, Title I Part Q, Public Law 110-199 as amended (2005) as sworn law enforcement officers who are assigned by the police department, in a community policing capacity, to work with schools in a collaborative nature. (p. 10)
Brown (2006) found that there are more than 20,000 SROs serving in schools.  These officers play a critical role in establishing a safe environment for students in thousands of public schools across the nation (Theroit, 2011).  Since the Columbine school shootings in 1999 and other high profile cases in Georgia, Arkansas, and elsewhere there is growing public interest and concern related to school safety and the role SROs play in helping provide a secure environment.  Johnson’s (1999) research discovered that the introduction of SROs to public schools in a southern city had a positive effect on school violence and disciplinary infractions, substantially reducing intermediate and major offenses.  Johnson further reported, “School administrators, teachers, students, and attendance personnel were very supportive of SROs and unequivocally stated that SROs are needed in the schools” (p. 190).
May, Fessel, and Means (2004) studied the perceptions of SROs among school principals in Kentucky and Bracy (2011) the perceptions of students, yet relatively few studies have been published examining SRO perceptions of their roles and responsibilities.  An exception to this is Daniels, Bilksy, Chamberlain, and Haist’s (2011) study of three SRO’s who encountered and successfully resolved barricade captive-taking events at their schools.  Cray and Weiler (2011) examined SRO duty assignment patterns and recommended principals establish memorandums of understanding with police agencies in order to establish clear guidelines for police officers.  Additionally, though police officer gender has been researched in a variety of ways related to law enforcement, the literature review found no studies that specifically focused on SRO perceptions based on officer gender.  Officer input is vital in order to improve SRO programs, as well as provide a safer school environment. It is therefore imperative that local school officials open effective lines of communication with the SROs who operate within their districts.
A national assessment of SRO programs (Finn & McDevitt, 2005) found significant diversity regarding SRO roles within schools.  The study found that the majority of officers (>75%) engaged in up to 10 different kinds of law enforcement activities (e.g., patrolling school grounds, assisting school administration with drug enforcement, and issuing citations).  Over half of the SRO respondents also reported advising faculty, students, staff, and local community members regarding legal issues.  In addition, over half of the respondents were called upon to formally teach students regarding drug awareness and abuse prevention.  Finn and McDevitt (2005) also found that SROs spent on average 20 hours per week on law enforcement issues, 10 hours on advising and mentoring, five hours teaching students, and the remainder of their time in other activities, though all of these figures varied from program to program and setting to setting.
The Finn and McDevitt (2005) figures vary somewhat from those of Trump’s (2002) survey of 658 SROs at the National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO) convention.  According to Theroit (2011), NASRO is the largest school-based police organization in the country with approximately 6,000 members. In Trump’s NASRO survey, the majority of SROs reported that most of their time was spent as a counselor/mentor or in teaching, not on law enforcement.  The NASRO results indicated that only 41% of the respondents spent most of their time on law enforcement duties.
Dickmann and Cooner (2007) identified a potential source of conflict between SROs and school systems; a clash of cultures.  They clearly delineated the differences between the culture of a school and the culture of a police officer.  Police officers generally live fairly isolated lives in their professional roles and this can be even more apparent when they take on the SRO position.  In order to minimize this feeling of isolation and to build a sense of community, Dickmann and Cooner believed it is the responsibility of the school principal to set the tone by initiating conversations with both school personnel and the SRO regarding the differences in cultures.  Both the Dickmann and Cooner study, as well as the findings from Finn and McDevitt (2005), stressed the importance of clearly defined roles and responsibilities for the SRO and the school staff.  These roles and responsibilities need to be written down, agreed upon by all parties, and communicated to the school community (Finn & McDevitt, 2005).  Without clearly defined roles, there is a continuous threat of a high turnover rate in the SRO position, which leads to poor program implementation (Schuiteman, 2007).  If localities hope to reduce this high turnover rate, they need to better recruit, train, and immerse their SRO candidates in the school’s culture.
To help create and sustain effective SRO programs within the Commonwealth of Virginia, the Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS) developed a program guide (Atkinson & Kipper, 2004) that school systems can use.  This guide articulated recommended SRO roles and responsibilities and provided a framework for selecting and training police officers to fill the role of the SRO.  Selection and training of the SRO are two areas of seven that were identified as vital to the success of any SRO program (Finn & McDevitt, 2005).  The American Civil Liberties Union concurs when it stated that SROs need to be properly trained to differentiate between disciplinary misconduct and criminal offenses and how to respect students’ rights (Kim & Geronimo, 2010).  The DCJS guidelines identified four areas considered to be the main responsibilities of the SRO: law enforcement, law-related educator, community liaison, and positive role model.
Yet questions remain.  What are the roles and responsibilities of local SROs and do these areas of responsibility reflect those of other SROs across the nation?  How do SROs perceive the culture in their schools?  Do SROs believe that the collaboration between the schools and police is positive?  And finally, is there a relationship between officer gender and their perceptions?  These questions had yet to be answered for the police officers serving as SROs in the localities in this study.  Local SRO input and perceptions are vital in order to improve existing SRO programs, as well as provide a safer school environment.
Methods
Research Questions
Based on the literature review, we developed three research questions:
1) What do SROs perceive as their roles and responsibilities? 
2) What are SRO perceptions regarding school culture and collaboration related to safety?     
3) Is there a significant difference between male and female SRO perceptions regarding their roles, responsibilities, and school culture and collaboration?
Instrument
To allow for an examination of SRO duties, we used a cross-sectional survey instrument as the basis of this study.  Creswell (2005) wrote, “Survey research designs are procedures in quantitative research in which investigators administer a survey to a sample or to the entire population of people in order to describe their attitudes, opinions, or characteristics of the population” (p. 354).  We used the cross-sectional survey to compare SRO perceptions and also to determine if officer gender related to responses.  We developed the instrument by using questions from two existing surveys (Finn & McDevitt, 2005; Trump, 2002) found through the literature review.  Only questions that were germane to the current study were included in this research. The survey was then field tested with SROs from areas outside of the research population to establish content and face validity.  Internal consistency and reliability were measured using Cronbach’s alpha. The reliability test resulted in an alpha of .793 which is generally accepted as having high reliability (Rovai, Baker, & Ponton, 2012, p. 385).
For this study, the survey focused on three areas: roles and responsibilities, school culture and collaboration, and demographic information.  For most items within the survey, a Likert-type scale of 1-5 was used, with a response of 1 being “Strongly Agree,” and a response of 5 being “Strongly Disagree.”  In a few cases a different scale was used based on the structure of the question.  In those cases, the response options are clearly defined in the results section.
Population and Setting
The examination of participant perceptions must take into consideration the impact of the context or setting in which the phenomena occurs.  Creswell (2005) described setting as “multilayered and interrelated, consisting of such factors as history, religion, politics, economy, and the environment” (p. 447).  The setting for this study was three metropolitan cities along the eastern coast of the United States.  The three associated school districts each represented a distinct mix of urban, suburban, and rural settings.  One school district was classified as primarily urban and the other two primarily suburban.  The three districts represent a total population of nearly 150,000 students in 179 schools. The officers in this study primarily served in the middle and high school settings (grades 6-12).
The primarily urban school setting reported that the ethnic make-up of the student population was 63.4% African American, 23.3% Caucasian, 4.0% Hispanic, 2.6% Asian, and 6.7% other or unspecified ethnicity.  They reported 58.3% of students received free or reduced lunch and 1.5% of students with limited English proficiency.  The ethnic make-up of the student population in the first primarily suburban school district was 54.9% Caucasian, 35.3% African American, 3.2% Hispanic, 2.9% Asian, and 3.7% other or unspecified ethnicity.  They reported 25.3% of students received free or reduced lunch and 1.2% of students with limited English proficiency.  The final school system reported an ethnic make-up of the student population was 55.8% Caucasian, 27.3% African American, 6.0% Hispanic, 5.7% Asian, and 5.2% other or unspecified ethnicity.  They reported 27.2% of students received free or reduced lunch and 1.9% of students with limited English proficiency.
The researchers extended an invitation to participate in this study to the SROs through contact with their direct supervisors. A total of 55 SROs were assigned to schools in the three cities at the time of the study.  Of this population, 53 officers or 96.3% of the total population completed the survey.  Due to the extremely high response rate (>96%), the data are assumed to be representative of the entire population.  As such, inferential statistics are not used, but instead the analysis of the data is assumed to reveal parameters (Coladarci, Cobb, Minium, & Clarke, 2004, p. 3).  The findings of this study should not be extrapolated to other populations without further research. The breakdown by officer gender is as follows: 13 female (24.5%) and 40 male (75.5%).

Data Collection and Analysis
The survey was administered online using SurveyMonkey™.  Once the SROs completed the surveys, the results were compiled into an Excel spreadsheet. The researchers first used descriptive statistics to identify the areas of strongest agreement or disagreement in the officers’ responses as a total population.  Then the effect size was calculated using Cohen’s d to determine if there were any differences in responses based on officer gender.  Effect size (ES) is a name given to a family of indices that measure the magnitude of a treatment effect (Becker, 2000).  Cohen’s d was used to determine the standard deviation between the two means of the groups (male or female).  Cohen (1988) defined d as the difference between the means, M1 - M2, divided by the pooled standard deviation, S, of both groups.  In order to calculate Cohen’s d, Thalheimer and Cook (2002) recommended using the following calculation and pooling the standard deviation:
d = m1 (group or treatment 1) – m2 (group or treatment 2)
S [pooled]

By pooling the standard deviations in this way, the researchers take into account the different population size of each test group.
Cohen (1988) described effect sizes as "small, d = .2," "medium, d = .5," and "large, d =.8".  Thus, a Cohen’s d finding of .2 would indicate a small difference in the means, while a Cohen’s d finding of .8 or greater would indicate a very large or significant difference in the means between the two groups.



Findings
Roles and Responsibilities
Research identified three primary roles SROs fulfill within schools (Finn, 2006; Finn & McDevitt, 2005).  These three roles were adopted to organize the findings of this study.  They include law enforcement, teaching, and advising/mentoring.  In their duties related to law enforcement, SROs in this study reported regularly performing several activities, including patrolling school facilities and school grounds, responding to crime-disorder reports from school staff and students, making arrests, and writing police reports.  Over 45% of the SROs reported spending the majority of their time engaging students in the role of law enforcement officer.  Overall, 91% of SROs were satisfied or very satisfied with the law enforcement duties they perform in their respective schools.
A majority of SROs (51%) indicated that advising placed the greatest demand on their time.  Despite these demands, they expressed the highest levels of job satisfaction related to their roles as advisors and mentors.  Almost 93% reported being satisfied or very satisfied with their duties as advisors.  They also thought their role as advisors was almost as important as their role as law enforcement officers.  The top two advising activities can be generally described as “advising or mentoring students and families,” and “advising or mentoring school staff on law-related issues.”  Most officers (>96%) reported weekly, extended conversations with students as part of their advising responsibilities.
Not surprisingly, SROs appeared to be reluctant teachers.  While a majority (>66%) expressed some level of satisfaction with their teaching duties, it may be related to the fact that they do little of it compared to their other duties.  Most officers (>63%) reported teaching less than 10 hours a week and nearly 10% said that they had no teaching duties at all.  Those that do teach are likely to teach general law-related classes, driver’s education, anti-drug, anti-gang, or safety courses.  
While overall the officers seem satisfied with their duties, gender does seem to have a relationship to the amount of time SROs spend participating in these duties and in their satisfaction related to the duties.  A review of the Cohen’s d effect size indicated greater satisfaction by female officers in all areas.  Among SROs in the study (N = 53), there was a statistically significant difference between males and females in the time spent conducting each duty.  Further, Cohen’s effect size value (d = -0.74) suggested a moderate to high practical significance, with female officers spending more time in advising activities (Table 1). 

*** Insert Table 1 here ***

Female officers spent slightly less time in law enforcement activities (mean of 3.53) compared to male officers (mean of 4.0).  The area of greater practical significance was that of teaching (d = -1.23), where female offices spent significantly more time involved within a given week (Table 2).  Law enforcement activities showed a small practical significance (d = 0.35) in time dedicated to this duty each week.

*** Insert Table 2 ***

Female officers expressed greater satisfaction regarding duties than male officers in all three areas.  Both law enforcement and teaching duties indicated small practical significances in responses, (d = 0.41 and d = 0.45, respectively) but advising demonstrated a larger Cohen’s effect size value (d = 0.73) suggesting a moderate to high practical significance, with female officers reporting greater satisfaction with advising and mentoring activities (Table 3).

*** Insert Table 3 here ***

These results also mirror overall job satisfaction based on gender.  There was a statistically significant difference between males (M = 1.78, SD = 1.143) and females (M = 1.08, SD = 0.277) in overall job satisfaction (Table 4).  In this case, Cohen’s effect size value (d = 0.71) again suggested a moderate to high practical significance regarding job satisfaction between the genders, with female officers finding greater satisfaction with their work as SROs when compared to their male counterparts.

*** Insert Table 4 here ***

School Culture and Collaboration
The second area SROs responded to was related to their views on school culture and collaboration between school personnel and the police officer.  The culture an officer observes on the street can be quite different than the culture in the school.  In general, the SROs all expressed positive responses related to the culture of the school and the collaboration between officers and school personnel.  Table 5 demonstrates the SROs’ overall agreement with the statements regarding school culture.

*** Insert Table 5 here ***
Generally, the SROs perceived that both teachers and administrators maintain good school discipline (M = 2.32 and M = 2.02 respectively), and that the rules are fair (M = 1.90).  Table 5 did demonstrate some disagreement regarding the enforcement of the rules (M = 2.54) and whether or not the rules are consistent for all students (M = 2.67).  This disagreement regarding the enforcement of the rules does seem to fall along gender lines when Cohen’s effect size value is applied.  Table 6 demonstrates that gender does appear to play a role in perceptions regarding the fairness of school rules, with female officers expressing stronger agreement regarding the fairness of school rules.  Cohen’s effect size value (d = 0.68) suggested a moderate to high practical significance, with female officers (M = 1.46) agreeing more readily that school rules are fair compared to male officers (M = 2.05).

*** Insert Table 6 here ***

Cohen’s effect size value (d = 0.69) suggested a moderate to high practical significance (Table 7), with female officers perceiving that school rules are strictly enforced more affirmatively compared to male officers.  Gender does not seem to have relevance in terms of the consistent punishment for all students when they break the rules (d= -0.10).

*** Insert Table 7 here ***

With regard to the collaboration between school personnel and the police, the SROs had positive responses in all areas.  Questions related to the collaboration with the police received marks of “Excellent” or “Good” the majority of the time.  Responses were positive over 86% of the time for administrators, 88% of the time for faculty and staff, and collaboration between the police department and school as a whole in 79% of the responses.  In all of the collaboration questions (Table 8), SRO gender did not play a significant factor in terms of the responses when Cohen’s effect size value was applied.

*** Insert Table 8 here ***

Conclusions
As a result of our study, we make two primary recommendations to school superintendents and principals who partner with SROs.  The first is that superintendents and principals recognize the potential advantage of selecting female SROs to serve on their campuses.  According to the Center for the Prevention of School Violence (CPSV, n.d.), among the major challenges facing school principals is selecting the “right” officer.  Since law enforcement remains a male-dominated profession and “the great majority of SROs are male and Caucasian” (CPSV, n.d., p. 6), female officers may present a viable, and in some cases preferable, choice.  According to Lonsway, et al. (2003),
Research conducted both in the United States and internationally clearly demonstrates that women officers rely on a style of policing that uses less physical force, are better at defusing and de-escalating potentially violent confrontations with citizens, and are less likely to become involved in problems with use of excessive force. (p. 2)
The second recommendation is to establish district-wide policies to annually assess the level of job satisfaction among SROs assigned to schools.  Underlying threats to the continuity of SRO service is officer burnout (CPSV, n.d.) and job satisfaction (or more accurately lack of satisfaction).  Both are major contributing factors to rapid turnover among officers.  By conducting an annual survey among district SROs, school leaders will maintain a reliable data steam on which to make informed decisions regarding the efficacy of SRO and school district relationships.  Our research indicates that among those factors that affect SRO levels of satisfaction is a lack of clear communication regarding the SRO chain of command.  In open-ended comments on the survey, SROs often expressed their frustration that administrators sometimes acted like the SRO was a school employee.  Administrators need to recognize that SROs are law enforcement officers assigned to work within the school; they are not “glorified security officers.”  While it is critical that everyone work together collegially, SROs are not ultimately accountable to the school system.
[bookmark: AN0019613572-2]The roles of SROs are not widely studied and the findings of this investigation will contribute to research in this field.  The police officers and sheriff deputies who serve as SROs provide schools with an important additional layer of security above that which is offered by faculty, staff, and administrators.  SROs can serve as positive liaisons between students and the law enforcement community.  A thorough analysis of SRO perceptions can provide law enforcement agencies, school systems, and the general public with much needed information regarding this vital community service.
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