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Abstract

Research shows that peer status in adolescence is positively associated with school achievement 

and adjustment. However, subculture theories of juvenile delinquency and school-based 

ethnographies suggest that (1) disadvantaged boys are often able to gain some forms of peer status 

through violence and (2) membership in violent groups undermines educational attainment. 

Building on these ideas, we use peer network data from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health) to examine whether peer status within highly violent groups 

increases male risks of high school dropout. Consistent with the subcultural argument, we find that 

disadvantaged boys with high status in violent groups are at much greater risks of high school 

dropout than other students.

Social scientists consistently find that peer acceptance, or sociometric status, is positively 

related to school achievement and adjustment during adolescence (Newcomb, Bukowski, 

and Pattee 1993; Rubin, Bukowski, and Parker 1998; Wentzel and Caldwell 1995; 1997). 

However, recent research also suggests that some aggressive, “antisocial,” boys are able to 

acquire prestige or notoriety in school-based peer networks, particularly in disadvantaged 

settings (Estell, Farmer, Pearl, Van Acker, and Rodkin 2003; Farmer, Estell, Leung, Trott, 

Bishop, and Cairns 2003; Luthar and McMahon 1996; Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, and Acker 

2000; Xie, Farmer, and Cairns 2003). The latter findings fit well with subculture theories of 

juvenile delinquency because they suggest that violence and aggression provide means for 

disadvantaged boys to earn respect, prove their masculinity, and meet peer expectations 

(Anderson 1999; Cloward and Ohlin 1960; Cohen 1955; Hagan 1993; MacLeod 1987; 

Messerschmidt 1993; Miller 1958; Shaw 1931; Thrasher 1927; Willis 1977; Wolfgang and 

Farracuti 1967). What remains unclear, however, is whether peer status within violent 

groups also compromises educational attainment. For some youth, status gained in violent 

groups may provide short-term benefits that fade with time and foreclose future 

opportunities for upward mobility. Prestige in an alternative status system could then be an 

important mechanism for understanding the links between childhood aggression and longer-

term educational attainment (Cairns, Cairns, and Neckerman 1989; Ensminger and 

Slusarcick 1992; Moffitt et al. 2002).

Direct all correspondence to Jeremy Staff, Department of Sociology, Pennsylvania State University, 211 Oswald Tower, University 
Park, PA 16802-6207. 
5Age could accomplish a similar goal, but may miss students who are older or younger than other students of similar grade level. 
Collinearity makes it inappropriate to simultaneously include age and grade level in our models. However, replacing grade level with 
age did not alter our pattern of results.
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In this study, we use peer network data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health) to investigate whether peer status within violent groups increases male 

risks of high school dropout. Drawing on subculture theories of delinquency, we test 

whether the relationship between peer status and male dropout varies by students’ 

socioeconomic backgrounds and peer contexts (Anderson 1999; Cohen 1955; MacLeod 

1987; Willis 1977). Does prestige in an alternative status system encourage disadvantaged 

boys to exit school? Unlike previous research, we examine this question with measures of 

peer status collected directly from school-based friendships, thereby overcoming bias 

associated with self-reported popularity measures. This, along with Add Health’s detailed 

individual measures and longitudinal design, allow us to extend prior research and bridge 

central educational and criminological concepts.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Sociologists have long studied the factors associated with high school dropout, such as 

family structure (Astone and McLanahan 1991; McNeal 1999), residential and school 

mobility (Astone and McLanahan 1994; South, Haynie, and Bose 2007), teenage work 

experiences (Lee and Staff 2007), extracurricular activities (McNeal 1995), and childhood 

academic engagement (Alexander, Entwisle, and Horsey 1997). Several studies have also 

looked at the relationship between peer status and school success, typically finding that 

students with high peer acceptance are more likely to get good grades and achieve greater 

educational attainment than less popular peers (Parker and Asher 1987). However, a review 

of the latter literature suggests that peer effects may vary by social context, and that not all 

friendships or peer connections contribute to school success

PEER STATUS AND HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT

For many reasons, popular students should have lower risks of school dropout than their 

less-popular peers. Adolescents place primary importance on peer status during the high 

school years (Brown 2004). Popular youth may therefore enjoy school because it affords 

them opportunities to mingle with their friends and be seen as “cool.” The beneficial effects 

of popularity on school retention are likely to hold even for students with little interest in 

academic success. As Coleman (1961) found in his seminal study of adolescent culture, 

access to the “leading crowds” often hinges on non-scholastic criteria – such as physical 

attractiveness, athletic ability, or material possessions – that limit connections between 

popularity and academic achievement. It could therefore be the rewards of peer acceptance, 

and not teacher praise, good grades, or high expectations, that keep popular students 

involved in school. By contrast, youth who are disconnected from peers may have higher 

rates of school failure because they are less likely to (1) participate in classroom learning 

activities, teacher-initiated class requirements, and athletics or other extracurricular 

activities; (2) develop a positive identification with school; or (3) ask and receive help from 

teachers on homework and exams (Wetzel 1991). Although research shows that middle-

school students who are neglected by peers frequently have good academic profiles 

(Wentzel and Asher 1995) and often gain friends as they move into high school (Kinney 

1993), those who remain marginalized are likely to find school alienating and unpleasant. In 

support of the latter view, educational research has found that high school dropouts 
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frequently report feelings of social isolation and a lack of belongingness prior to leaving 

school (Finn 1989).

There appears little disagreement that, in the aggregate, popularity is positively associated 

with school completion. For example, Farmer et al. (2003) recently found that adolescents 

who are rated as popular by teachers are more than twice as likely to graduate from high 

school as non-popular youth. The authors also found that the effect of popularity on high 

school completion is not conditioned by belonging to an aggressive peer group, such that 

popular youth are no more likely than unpopular youth to dropout if they belong to an 

aggressive group. However, Farmer et al. (2003) did not explore the potential conditional 

effects of social class on the relationship between aggression, popularity, and school 

dropout. Recent research suggests that the effects of peer status and violence may vary 

substantially by social context and students’ socioeconomic backgrounds. Research on urban 

and disadvantaged schools finds that many violent males are able to garner the respect of 

some peers while simultaneously being disliked by others (Luther and McMahon 1996; 

Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, and Acker 2000; Xie, Cairns, and Cairns 1999; Xie, Farmer, and 

Cairns 2003). These “controversial” youth fit well with subculture theories of juvenile 

delinquency (Cohen 1955) and qualitative research of student oppositional cultures 

(Anderson 1999; MacLeod 1987; Willis 1977) because they suggest that violence can be a 

status resource for some disadvantaged males. Moreover, status gained in violent groups 

may provide a mechanism for school dropout only among poor males. To explore these 

ideas, we turn our attention to longstanding subcultural perspectives of crime and education.

DELINQUENT BOYS, PEER STATUS, AND HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT

In Delinquent Boys, Cohen (1955) suggested that boys from lower-class families are 

unprepared to compete in an educational system oriented toward middle-class values. He 

argued that school failure and frustration motivate lower-class boys to join oppositional 

subcultures that embrace and reward violence and aggression. Within the delinquent 

subculture, violence is an achievable status criterion that delinquent boys use to flout 

conventional peers and teacher authority. Although not all lower-class boys join the 

oppositional subculture (e.g., college boys and corner boys), those who do are expected to 

seek status through violence, effectively ending their school careers and removing future 

opportunities for upward mobility.

Although stemming from a markedly different theoretical tradition, Willis (1977) reached 

similar conclusions regarding the relationship between peer status, violence, and 

socioeconomic attainment (Davies 1999). In his theory of school resistance, Willis (1977) 

extended the work of critical education scholars (e.g. Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu and 

Passeron 1977) and asserted that many working-class boys actively draw on their cultural 

experiences to “see through” an educational system of dubious value for their future 

occupational expectations. Based on ethnographic research of English youth during the early 

1970’s, Willis observed that many of the working-class boys in his sample (i.e., the “lads”) 

created a culture in which violence, and not school success, was the important criterion for 

peer status. Willis (1997) noted that “the fight is the moment when you are fully tested in the 

alternative culture. It is disastrous for your informal standing and masculine reputation if 
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you refuse to fight, or perform very amateurishly…it is the not often tested ability to fight 

which valorizes status” (p. 35). Willis argued that peer status within the counter-school 

subculture helped to smooth the transition to an informal shop-floor culture similarly 

defined by aggressiveness, masculinity, and opposition to authority. Although many of the 

“lads” were eager to leave school early and pursue full-time manual labor, these youth later 

viewed education “retrospectively, and hopelessly, as the only escape” from their low-status 

jobs (Willis 1997; p. 107).

Ethnographic studies of U.S. youth similarly highlight the importance of violence as part of 

an alternative status system for disadvantaged boys who have little interest in school. For 

instance, in MacLeod’s (1987) Ain’t No Makin’ It, fighting ability was “the deciding factor 

for status demarcation within the group” of white, low-income boys comprising the 

“Hallway Hangers” (p. 27). For these boys, peer status in a violent group compensated for 

the belief that status would never be gained through education, especially given the limited 

prospects of good jobs in their neighborhoods. Many of the Hallway Hangers dropped out of 

high school because they believed “the possibility of upward social mobility is not worth the 

price of obedience, conformity, and investment of substantial amounts of time, energy, and 

work in school” (p. 104). Likewise, Anderson (1999) documented a similar relationship 

between peer status, violence, and high school dropout among poor African-American boys 

residing in low-income neighborhoods. Anderson observed that boys in these neighborhoods 

often gained peer status through violence or the display of a predisposition for violence (i.e., 

by following the code of the street). Adopting this violent street code not only leads to 

higher levels of victimization (Stewart, Schreck, and Simons 2006), but also provides an 

alternative source of peer status that pulls students away from school. As Anderson (1999) 

noted, “when students become convinced that they cannot receive their props from teachers 

and staff, they turn elsewhere, typically to the street, encouraging others to follow their lead” 

(p. 97).

SELF-SELECTION AND SPURIOUSNESS

School resistance and subcultural arguments rest on the idea that disadvantaged boys who 

adopt oppositional values are pulled out of school and into dead-end jobs or criminal 

lifestyles. Accordingly, status gained in the oppositional culture is expected to have direct 

effects on educational and occupational attainment. However, an alternative conception of 

this relationship is that both peer status and attainment are explained by stable underlying 

traits, such as a propensity toward aggression or anti-social personality disorder. Moffitt 

(1993), in her typological theory of delinquency, suggests that childhood 

neuropsychological deficits place a small number of youth on developmental pathways 

toward persistent offending and low conventional attainment. During adolescence, Moffitt 

(1993) argues that the precocious behaviors of these “life-course persistent” offenders are 

venerated by peers, making the early delinquent a social magnet and central actor in 

delinquent groups. However, it is early cognitive deficits, and not later delinquency or peer 

status, which cause persistent offender’s to have negative life outcomes. Discerning between 

this argument of a spurious relationship and the subcultural hypothesis will be a central 

focus of the current paper.
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In summary, subculture theories and prior research suggest that boys from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds are expected to place greater value on violence than are other 

youth, particularly if they are doing poorly in school or if they have low educational 

expectations. By contrast, boys from more advantaged family backgrounds, are unlikely to 

resort to violence for increased peer status because such behaviors would undermine 

conventional attainment and are unnecessary for achieving valued gendered identities 

(Messerschmidt 1993). For boys from low-income families, blocked opportunities for 

achieving culturally valued masculine ideals (i.e., through educational and economic 

attainment) encourage alternative status criteria centered on oppositional and often violent 

behavior. Furthermore, we suspect that boys from low SES backgrounds are the most likely 

of any demographic group to drop out of school because only they have the opportunity to 

draw upon an alternative and oppositional status system. We test this idea with detailed data 

from a national sample of youth. In addition, we explore potential selection and spurious 

relationship arguments with strong controls for prior behavior and related individual 

characteristics.

DATA

We test our hypotheses using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health). Add Health is a nationally representative longitudinal study of 

adolescents in grades 7 to 12. From 1994 to 2001, the study collected four waves of student 

data, with additional surveys administered to parents, siblings, and school administrators. In 

the current analyses, we rely on data from the first two student surveys (e.g. the in-school 

and first in-home interviews), collected in 1994–95, and the fourth survey, collected seven 

years later in 2001.

At the first wave, 80 high schools were selected with probabilities proportional to size. 

These schools were stratified by region, urbanicity, sector (private vs. public), percent white, 

and size. For those high schools not covering grades 7–12, a nearby middle school was also 

sampled, creating a final sample of 145 schools. In one class period during the fall of 1994, 

Add Health administered in-school surveys to all available students in each of the sampled 

schools. Approximately 80% of enrolled students (N=90,118) were surveyed. The 

questionnaire asked respondents about basic demographic and behavioral characteristics. 

Students also nominated their five best male and five best female friends. Sixteen schools 

had less than 50% of their enrolled students complete the nomination portion of the survey. 

These schools were not included in the analyses, leaving 75,871 students in 129 schools 

with valid network information. The nomination data allow for the construction of peer-

reported network measures, thus avoiding possible measurement error resulting from self-

reported friendship characteristics. Moreover, Add Health’s network items allow us to 

measure two concepts central to the study of youth subcultures and achievement – students’ 

social prominence and the violent behaviors of their friends.

Approximately six months after the in-school survey, Add Health selected a stratified 

subsample of students to complete a more extensive in-home interview. 14,396 students 

completed both the in-school and first in-home surveys. To ensure confidentiality, sensitive 

questions were administered using portable laptops and headphones. Seven years after the 
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in-home survey, respondents were re-interviewed and asked questions about their 

educational and occupational attainment. 14,322 students completed the third in-home 

interview. Of these, 5,066 male respondents completed the in-school, first in-home, and 

third in-home questionnaires. We focus on males because the hypothesis derived from 

subculture theories applies only to males. We also include a weight provided by the Add 

Health researchers (Chantala and Tabor 1999) to adjust for sample attrition, stratification, 

and non-response among enrolled students during the in-school survey administration.

Of the 5,066 male respondents who were not lost to attrition, approximately 6 percent of 

students attended a school that did not complete the network portion of the interview and 

786 students were missing information regarding their socioeconomic origins. Furthermore, 

one respondent did not report his educational attainment in adulthood. Of the remaining 

4,032 male respondents, approximately 25% of these students were missing information on 

at least one of our predictor variables (e.g. race and ethnicity, family structure, grades, 

school effort, expectations, fighting, or standardized test scores). To assess whether missing 

data on these measures might affect our results, we examined if students with missing data 

had a higher rate of school dropout than those youth who were not missing information. The 

correlation between high school dropout and an indicator of missing data was modest but 

statistically significant (r = .14; p<.05).

To address potential bias resulting from missing data, we used multiple imputation 

techniques in the statistical package Stata (the ICE procedure) to regain a nationally 

representative sample of young adult males (Royston 2005). After imputation, our analysis 

sample included 5,065 males, 4,539 of which received at least one friendship nomination 

necessary for constructing measures of peer characteristics.

MEASURES

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for our measures before and after multiple imputation. 

We impute values into five datasets, with all independent and dependent measures included 

in the imputation procedure (Rubin 1996).1 An advantage of the ICE procedure is that it 

uses an iterative multivariable regression algorithm that detects the distributions of model 

variables and applies the appropriate regression technique (e.g. OLS, logistic, or ordered 

logistic) in calculating imputed values. This switching algorithm limits occasions where 

imputed values fall outside of the range of observed values and are in the same metric. 

Looking at Table 1, we see that variable means and standard deviations are not substantially 

different between the observed and imputed datasets.

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Our primary outcome variable indicates whether respondents dropped out of high school 

prior to earning a diploma. Students who later received a Graduate Equivalency Degree 

(GED) were coded as having dropped out of high school.2 The dropout variable is taken 

from the 2001 survey, providing adequate time for the 1994 cohort to graduate. As shown in 

1We use the PASSIVE command in the ICE procedure to ensure that interaction terms are excluded from the component variables’ 
imputation (Royston 2005).
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Table 1, the mean number of Add Health students who dropped out was approximately 16 

percent. The nationwide “status” dropout rate, excluding youth who later received GED 

credentials, for males aged 16–24 in 1994 was 12.3 percent (U.S. Department of Education 

2006).

Although we are primarily interested in predictions of high school dropout, we also assessed 

educational attainment using measures of years of education (ranging from 7 to 22 years) 

and receipt of a four-year baccalaureate degree (coded 1=BA/BS degree recipient; 0=no 

degree). Again, to provide adequate time for college graduation, these alternative measures 

of educational attainment were constructed only for youth who were juniors or seniors in 

high school at the first wave of data collection. We derived the college graduation and years 

of education measures from the 2001 follow-up survey.

PEER NETWORK CHARACTERISTICS

Our key predictor variables are adolescent peer status and friends’ violence, grades, and 

income expectations. During the in-school survey (1994), students in the sampled schools 

nominated their five best male and five best female friends. Peer status is measured as the 

total number of friendship nominations that an individual receives from other students in the 

high school or associated middle school (Wasserman and Faust 1994). This measure is an 

ego-centric count measure of received friendship nominations ranging from 0 to 30 with the 

average popularity equaling 5 nominations.3 Boys with no received friendship nominations 

(N=526) lacked values for friends’ characteristics and were excluded from the descriptive 

statistics and analyses of the subcultural hypothesis.

The characteristics of friends are measured from the average values of an item across all 

students in an individuals’ receive network. The measure of friends’ violence thus captures 

the average level of violence among an individual’s friends with possible values ranging 

from 0, when none of the respondent’s friends report fighting, to 4, when all friends report 

getting into 7 or more fights in the last year. We also include measures of friends’ grades 

and middle-class aspirations. The measure of friends’ grades is the average GPA of the 

respondent’s friends (based on a four-point scale ranging from 1, “D or lower,” to 4, “A”). 

The measure of friends’ income expectations indicates the average response of the 

respondent’s friends to the question: “what do you think are the chances you will have a 

middle-class family income by age 30?” (based on a nine-point scale ranging from “no 

chance” to “it will happen”). Higher scores indicate that most of the respondent’s friends 

expect to earn a middle-class income in adulthood.

2Research shows that GED holders differ from permanent high school dropouts in that they obtain more years of school (Cameron and 
Heckman 1993). In analyses not shown, our substantive findings remained the same when GED holders were not coded as high school 
dropouts.
3There are other ways to look at the relationship between friendships, violence, and educational attainment. One could examine peer 
violence in reciprocated nominations, which may better capture “objective” friendships. However, it is likely that violent youth draw 
prestige and respect from peers that they do not like or respect. Consistent with this point, in supplemental analyses we found that 
although violent males had similar received friendship nominations as non-violent males, violent males had significantly lower 
reciprocated friendship nominations than non-violent males (t-test = −6.068; p < .001). One could also measure the peer violence of a 
student’s “sent” friendship network, or network of desired friendships. It could be that youth who desire to be part of a “bad” crowd, 
but are not necessarily accepted by that group, are more likely than other youth to drop out of high school. However, this idea is 
inconsistent with subculture perspectives, as peer acceptance within violent groups is the key mechanism pulling youth away from 
school.
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INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS

To gain leverage on potential sources of spuriousness, we include indicators of the 

respondent’s prior violence, school performance, income expectations, school effort, 

academic ability, and athletic participation. The respondent’s frequency of fighting in the 

prior year is measured on a 4-point ordinal scale ranging from “none” to “more than seven 

times.” Grades indicate the average of student-reported GPAs in four subjects – math, 

English, social studies, and science. Similar to the network data, this measure is based on a 

four-point scale ranging from 1, “D or lower,” to 4 “A”. Middle-class income expectations 

refer to the chances the respondent believes that he will have a “middle-class” family 

income by age 30 (coded on a nine-point scale ranging from 1, “no chance,” to 9, “it will 

happen”). School effort indicates how hard the respondent tries to do their school work well 

(coded on a four-point scale from 1, “I never try at all,” to 4, “I try very hard to do my 

best”). Add Health investigators measured academic aptitude with a vocabulary test in the 

first in-home interview (1995). Respondents completed a picture vocabulary test (abridged 

Peabody-revised) in which students selected an illustration that best matched a word spoken 

by the interviewer. Results were standardized by age and provide an instrument with 

consistent properties (Dunn and Dunn 1981). Finally, we include a measure of whether the 

respondent participated in a sport during the prior year (e.g., baseball/softball, basketball, 

field hockey, football, ice hockey, soccer, swimming, tennis, track, volleyball, wrestling, 

and other sports). Research finds that athletic participation is positively associated with peer 

status (Coleman 1961; Holland and Andre 1994) and negatively associated with high school 

dropout (McNeal 1995). These relationships may confound any association between 

violence, peer status, and dropout, making it necessary to control for athletics in our 

analyses.

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

Our final set of measures captures students’ family and background characteristics. We 

measure the respondent’s socioeconomic origins from two student-reported items of 

mother’s and father’s educational attainment in 1994. Each parent had educational values 

ranging from 1, indicating less-than high school education, to 5, indicating education beyond 

a four-year degree. To indicate low parent education, we take the highest of the mother’s 

and father’s educational attainment and create a binary variable coded as 1 if neither parent 

had pursued schooling beyond high school, and 0 otherwise. As shown in Table 1, 

approximately 40 percent of the boys come from families where neither parent is educated 

beyond a high school level.

As noted above, many of the delinquent subculture theorists predict that boys from lower 

class backgrounds (and not necessarily boys whose parents have low levels of education) are 

most likely to gain peer status through their aggressive behavior. In the Add Health study, 

respondents were asked about their parents’ occupation, but unfortunately we could not use 

this information to accurately construct measures of social class origins. Respondents were 

asked to pick among fifteen occupational categories that “come closest to describing the 

mother’s or the father’s job.” The occupational categories were crude (based on a fifteen-

point scale ranging from homemaker to professional worker); the percentage of missing 

values on parent’s job were high; and four times as many respondents were unsure of their 
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mother’s occupation as their mother’s highest level of schooling. The high numbers of 

missing values, coding ambiguity, potential measurement error, and non-linearities between 

constructed occupational scales and the outcome reduced our confidence in using these 

measures in our analyses.

The parents of the Add Health respondents were also asked to report their highest level of 

education (but not their occupations if they were currently employed). The primary reason 

we did not use parent-reported educational attainment is that over 15 percent of parents did 

not complete the parent survey. Furthermore, in analyses not shown, we found that the 

correlation between the mother-reported educational measure and the student-reported 

measure of mother’s education was .846.4

We included the respondents’ grade level in 1994 as a predictor variable because students in 

the lower grades were at risk of dropout for more years than students in higher grades.4 We 

created dummy variables for race and ethnic background from the in-home surveys. 

Respondents were allowed to mark more than one racial category, but were then asked 

which category best describes their racial background. We thus were able to create mutually 

exclusive dummy variables for Hispanic, non-Hispanic black, and non-Hispanic Asian. Non-

Hispanic whites and “Other Race” (the latter consisting of less than 3 percent of the sample) 

are the reference category for our analyses. Intact family is generated from respondents’ 

reports that they resided with both their biological mother and biological father in 1994.

RESULTS

Add Health’s stratified sampling design necessitates adjustments to correct for correlated 

error structures and to gain population estimates. Correlated errors result from students in 

the same schools being more similar than students in dissimilar schools. Failure to correct 

for this correlation will result in inefficient parameter estimates. In addition, Add Health’s 

oversamples of racial, ethnic, disabled, and sibling students results in a non-representative 

sample of American adolescents. To regain population estimates and correct for the 

correlated error structure, we estimated all of our models using the SURVEY commands in 

Stata 8 (StataCorp 2003). This methodology relies on post-sampling weights and the 

hierarchical structure of the data to provide population estimates with unbiased standard 

errors.

We present the empirical findings in three parts. First, we estimate logistic regression 

models to assess whether boys with (more) friends are less likely to drop out of high school 

than boys who have no friends. Second, to examine whether the effects of peer status 

differed across friendship networks, we create a product term of the peer status measure and 

the measures of friends’ violence. We use this term in logistic regression models to examine 

whether peer status has differential impacts on the risk of high school dropout across 

varying levels of friends’ violence. We also estimate these models separately for youth from 

high and low SES backgrounds (based on their parents’ highest educational degree). Finally, 

4It is noteworthy that our results did not substantively change when we used the parent’s report of his or her highest level of schooling 
to measure socioeconomic background (results not shown).
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we estimate OLS and logistic regression models to examine whether friends’ violence 

conditions the effect of peer-status on longer-term educational attainment (e.g., years of 

schooling and 4-year college graduation). These models are restricted to boys who were in 

the 11th and 12th grades during the first year of survey administration. We also estimated the 

latter models separately for boys from high and low SES backgrounds.

PEER STATUS AND HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT

Our first goal is to document the positive relationship between peer status and male high 

school completion. Table 2 presents logistic regression estimates for the effects of peer 

status and other explanatory variables on male high school dropout. The reference category 

for the peer status dummy variables is males with no friendship nominations. As shown in 

Table 2, peer status has a negative and monotonic effect on high school dropout. Youth with 

greater numbers of friendship nominations are significantly less likely to drop out of high 

school than are youth with no nominations or only 1–2 nominations. The odds of dropout 

are lowest for the most popular youth (who received seven or more friendship nominations). 

Thus, in keeping with the findings of most prior research, our measure of peer status has a 

positive association with educational attainment. We also find that boys from non-intact 

families and whose parents had a high school degree or less are more likely to drop out of 

high school than are boys from more advantaged backgrounds.

PEER STATUS, VIOLENCE, AND HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT

Next, we assess whether status in violent networks affects the odds of high school dropout. 

As Table 3 indicates, peer status is associated with lower chances of high school dropout for 

popular boys (Model 1), even after controlling for race and ethnicity, socioeconomic 

background, family structure, and grade level. Note also that our sample size decreases by 

526 students who had no peer friendship nominations (from 5,065 to 4,539).

Model 2 includes measures of the respondent’s grades, middle-class aspirations, school 

effort, ability, athletic participation, fighting, and measures of friends’ fighting, grades, and 

aspirations. Not surprisingly, youth who have high grades and test scores, who play sports, 

and who give effort in the classroom are more likely to graduate from high school than 

youth who have lower grades and test scores, who do not play sports, and who give little 

effort in the classroom. Middle-class income expectations are unrelated to high school 

dropout, which is also not surprising given that most youth today expect to earn a college 

degree and many youth aspire to work in a professional job in adulthood (Schneider and 

Stevenson 1999). Overall, the behavior and attitudes of the boys’ friends also have little 

effect on their own chances of high school completion. We therefore find no evidence that, 

in the aggregate, boys who are embedded in violent social networks are more likely to drop 

out of school.

In Model 3, we include a product term capturing the interaction of friends’ fighting with 

peer status to assess whether peer status in violent crowds affects the chances of high school 

dropout. The interaction effect of friends’ violence * peer status is statistically non-

significant. However, subculture theorists and prior research suggest that boys from 

disadvantaged backgrounds are the most likely to derive peer status within violent groups 
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(e.g., Cohen 1955; Willis 1977). To test this conditional expectation, we estimate Model 3 

for boys from families with high and low levels of parental education. As shown in Model 

3a, among boys from low educated families, the effect of peer acceptance on high school 

dropout is conditioned by friends’ violence. Even after we control for self-reported fighting 

and prior school success, we find that peer status within a group of violent friends increases 

the risk of high school dropout for low SES males. The interaction effect is statistically non-

significant for boys from more educated families (Model 3b).6

To assess the magnitude of this effect, Figure 1 presents predicted probabilities of high 

school dropout for low SES males (based on Model 3a). The values of friends fighting and 

peer status were allowed to vary while the other covariates are set to their mean values. As 

shown in Figure 1, popular and disadvantaged youth with non-violent friends are especially 

unlikely to drop out of high school. By contrast, peer acceptance within a violent group 

(where friends fight an average of 3–4 times in the past year) dramatically increases the 

likelihood of high school dropout.7 Popular and disadvantaged male students embedded in 

highly violent peer groups have a 30% probability of dropping out of high school, which is 

more than twice the national average.8

PEER STATUS, VIOLENCE, AND EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

To test the robustness of our results, we next examine two additional outcomes measured in 

2001: years of schooling and whether the respondents completed a four-year college degree. 

Again, we restricted these analyses to older respondents in our sample (i.e., respondents who 

were in the 11th or 12th grade during the first wave of data collection). Table 4 presents 

ordinary least squares regression estimates for models predicting years of schooling and 

logistic regression parameters for models predicting college graduation. As shown in Table 

4, peer acceptance within a group of violent friends diminishes years of schooling and 

reduces the chances of college completion only among low SES males. For boys from high 

SES background, the interaction effect is statistically non-significant. These findings 

provide further evidence that low SES boys who derive status from violent subgroups 

jeopardize their educational futures and this effect persists into young adulthood.

DISCUSSION

Although sociologists have theorized about delinquent subcultures for the better part of a 

century, relatively little quantitative research has addressed some of these authors’ core 

6We also estimated Model 3 separately for each level of parent’s education. We found that the interaction effect (i.e., peer status * 
friends’ violence) was fairly monotonic with respect to parents’ education, but differences were greatest between males from less than 
college-educated parents and males from parents with at least some college education. The estimated interaction coefficient of peer 
status * friends’ violence for each value of parent(s) highest education were as follows: Less than High School Degree (b = .197); 
High School Graduate (b = .112); Some College (b = −.014); College Graduate or Higher (b = −.054).
7Willis (1977) contends that working-class class boys often try to establish themselves in paid work as they pull themselves away 
from school. Research shows that early work experiences, especially those considered intensive in nature, increase the likelihood of 
high school dropout (Lee and Staff 2007). In supplemental analyses we did not find that intensive work (coded as more than 20 hours 
per week) predicted high school dropout among males from low SES backgrounds, nor did it mediate the interaction effect of peer 
status * friends’ violence.
8In analyses not shown we estimated an interaction between peer status, friends’ fighting, and respondents’ level of fighting. This 
four-way interaction effect was statistically non-significant. However, youth who are the most violent in delinquent groups are not the 
most popular. Youth who are unpredictable and engage in indiscriminate violence (i.e., the “hard-knocks”) are often marginalized 
within violent groups of boys (Messerschmidt 1993; Willis 1977; Sanchez-Jankowski 1991).
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hypotheses. In this study, results suggest that disadvantaged boys who are popular in violent 

groups are much more likely than other youth to drop out of high school. We find that peer 

acceptance generally holds a negative association with school dropout, but that acceptance 

in violent groups compromises the socioeconomic attainment of disadvantaged boys. 

Consistent with subculture perspectives, our findings suggest that peer status in “bad” 

crowds provides an additional force pulling poor young males away from school.

To this point, we have limited our discussion of the conditional effects of race. Several 

theorists rely on the subculture of violence thesis to explain black male violence, peer status, 

and subsequent attainment, particularly in urban settings (Anderson 1999). According to 

Ogbu’s (2003) oppositional culture theory, high achieving black students may have lower 

peer status among black peers because they are labeled as “acting white.” For young black 

males, violence then becomes an attractive means of rejecting white society and 

commanding peer respect, while simultaneously pulling them from conventional pathways 

(Anderson 1999; McCall 1994; Wolfgang and Ferracuti 1967). In analyses not shown, we 

tested this hypothesis by restricting our models to low SES youth and examining whether 

the effect of peer status and friends’ violence on high school dropout varied by race and 

ethnicity. Similar to other studies (Cao, Adams, and Jensen 1997; Heimer 1997; Markowitz 

and Felson 1998), we find little support for the black subculture of violence thesis. Among 

low SES youth, the effect of peer status and friends’ violence on dropout is stronger among 

black males than white and Hispanic males, but the differences in the effects were not 

statistically significant (z-statistic between black and Hispanic males = .98; z-statistic 

between black and white males = 1.22). Thus, low SES black males who gained prestige 

within violent groups were not significantly more likely than other low SES males to drop 

out of high school.

Interestingly, our results also suggest that the relationship between individual violence and 

high school dropout varies by socioeconomic background. We found that self-reported 

fighting increased the chances of high school dropout only among boys from more 

advantaged backgrounds. A likely explanation for this lies in the non-normative quality of 

violence in high SES peer groups. Absent social support for violent behavior (Kreager 

forthcoming), aggressive high-SES youth are likely to be alienated within school-based peer 

networks, increasing their risks of school dropout. By contrast, low SES boys are likely to 

find more opportunities for peer acceptance in violent groups. For poor males, it is the status 

gained in the violent subculture, and not necessarily their own violence, that places them at 

greater risk of school dropout. This argument is consistent with ethnographic studies that 

connect socioeconomic background with low-attaining and violent “rebellious” or “burnout” 

peer groups (Eckert 1989; Lesko 1988; Coleman 1961; Eder 1985; Brantlinger 1993; 

Schwartz 1987; Hollingshead 1949).

Although peer status in violent crowds increases the risk of high school dropout for low SES 

males, we did not find similar conditioning effects for friends’ school performance or 

aspirations. In an unlisted reduced-form model, we found a significant interactive effect of 

peer status and friends’ grades on low-SES male dropout, such that poor males with 

achieving friends are likely to stay in school. However, this effect becomes statistically non-

significant when we include the students’ own grades, expectations, and test scores. Our 
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findings therefore suggest that individual, rather than group, characteristics explain why 

popular students in high achieving groups are unlikely to exit school early. Popular and 

overachieving males are likely to stay in school regardless of their socioeconomic 

background or friends’ behaviors. However, for low-SES males in violent groups, popularity 

increases the risks of dropout independent of their prior attributes or violent behavior.

Because we were interested in testing the subculture of violence hypothesis for male 

educational attainment, we restricted our analyses to male samples. However, future 

research of female peer status and attainment may identify important gender differences. As 

authors such as Anderson (1999) and Steffensmeier and Allan (1996) note, the individual 

characteristics associated with female peer acceptance may differ substantially by SES. Just 

as exaggerated forms of masculinity are thought to bring social rewards for some low SES 

males, exaggerated forms of femininity – such as early childbearing or heightened sexuality 

– may be alternative sources of prestige for some low SES females. Although it is beyond 

the scope of this paper, future research using the Add Health dataset could address how peer 

status and disadvantage relate to female attainment.

Although our findings are strong and robust to alternative model specifications, they are 

qualified by two data limitations. First, our analyses cannot fully identify the causal ordering 

of our observed relationships. Cohen (1955) suggested that low SES males first do poorly in 

school and then turn to violent subcultures as alternative sources of peer status. Lacking 

childhood information, we are unable to discern whether poor school performance precedes 

or follows entry into violent groups. Future research examining within-individual changes in 

school performance, violence, and peer status, beginning in early childhood and extending 

into late adolescence, may help researchers better understand the causal ordering of school 

failure and violence.

Second, we cannot completely rule out spuriousness resulting from unobserved population 

heterogeneity. Popular youth are commonly described as mature, independent, self-

confident, cooperative, cautious, and helpful (Coie et al. 1990; Newcomb et al. 1993; Rubin 

et al. 1998). These “pro-social” traits could explain both greater peer acceptance and the 

desire to complete high school. Similarly, a propensity toward violence, low cognitive 

ability, or anti-social personality may explain why low SES boys are able to gain status in 

violent groups and choose to exit school early. Although we included measures of prior 

violence, academic ability, school grades, expectations, and athletic participation as 

predictors of high school dropout, and were encouraged by the robustness of our observed 

interaction effect, unobserved heterogeneity may still be a threat to our causal inferences. 

Again, the use of panel data to examine within-individual changes in peer status, aggression, 

and achievement over time would control for time-stable individual differences and 

eliminate primary sources of spuriousness.

Although data limitations somewhat reduce our confidence in causal statements, the data 

also make it likely that our findings are somewhat conservative. We derive our measures of 

peer status and friendship characteristics solely from the nominations of enrolled and 

attending students, meaning that dropouts, skippers, and friends outside of school did not 

contribute values to the network items. It is likely that violent groups would include a 
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disproportionate percentage of these absent students. Moreover, popular youth in violent 

groups may derive much of their status from older dropouts and skipping students, which in 

turn could further increase their own chances of school dropout. We thus suspect that 

information gathered for out-of-school friends would strengthen the conditional effect of 

violent group contexts on the peer status-dropout relationship.

Along with analyzing out-of-school networks, future research should also examine the 

effects of adolescent friendship characteristics and status on adult occupational outcomes. 

Hagan (1991), using a longitudinal sample of Canadian youth, found that lower-class boys 

who identified with a subculture of delinquency attained lower prestige jobs in adulthood 

than boys whose subcultural preferences were not centered on violence, vandalism, and 

theft. By contrast, boys from high SES families who favored a party subculture (e.g., going 

to parties, driving around in cars, drinking alcohol) were likely to attain high prestige jobs in 

adulthood. The fourth wave of data collection from the Add Health study will allow 

researchers to explore these relationships with the same network measures used in this 

paper. As the Add Health respondents move into adult careers, future research can assess 

whether peer status (and especially peer status within drinking crowds) affects occupational 

outcomes (Hagan 1991: p. 579).

In sum, our study finds that disadvantaged boys who gain prestige in violent crowds are at 

increased risk of early school exit; these delinquent boys become “too cool for school.” As 

long as socioeconomic status and violence remain correlated, disadvantaged youth will have 

greater exposure to violence as a status tool than their more advantaged peers. This 

alternative status hierarchy, in turn, can contribute to enduring inequalities in educational 

attainment.
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Figure 1. 
Predicted Probability of High School Dropout among Low SES Males by Peer Status and 

Friends’ Violence
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