
Citation: Brazil, Noli. 2020. “Ef-
fects of Public School Closures
on Crime: The Case of the 2013
Chicago Mass School Closure.”
Sociological Science 7: 128-
151.
Received: January 9, 2020
Accepted: February 22, 2020
Published: April 28, 2020
Editor(s): Jesper Sørensen, Olav
Sorenson
DOI: 10.15195/v7.a6
Copyright: c© 2020 The Au-
thor(s). This open-access article
has been published under a Cre-
ative Commons Attribution Li-
cense, which allows unrestricted
use, distribution and reproduc-
tion, in any form, as long as the
original author and source have
been credited.cb

Effects of Public School Closures on Crime: The
Case of the 2013 Chicago Mass School Closure
Noli Brazil

University of California, Davis

Abstract: Public school closures are increasing in number and size in U.S. cities. In response, parents,
teachers, and public school advocates argue that closures carry negative consequences for multiple
institutions across a wide set of outcomes. One such institution is the local neighborhood, and a
negative consequence that is frequently raised is increased crime. I test this claim by using the
2013 Chicago mass school closure as a case study. Rather than conceiving of a school closure as a
binary event (closed or not closed) I break it out according to a school’s status after closure: vacant,
repurposed, and merged with an existing school. I find that vacancy and repurposing into a nonschool
are associated with decreased crime. In contrast, merging a closed school with an existing school is
associated with increased crime. The vacancy and repurposing effects are spatiotemporally localized,
concentrated in the 75-meter area surrounding the school and disappearing after a year, whereas the
student merger effect persisted over time across larger spatial scales. My results suggest that the
relationship between closure and neighborhood crime is not straightforward, varying by postclosure
land use status and spatiotemporal factors.
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LARGE numbers of public schools have recently closed in cities across the United
States (Burdick-Will, Keels, and Schuble 2013; Weber, Farmer, and Donoghue

2020). From 2002 to 2011, the number of closures per 1,000 schools in the 100 largest
metropolitan areas nearly doubled, increasing from 5.5 to 10.6 during this period
(McFarland et al. 2017). The size of individual closure events is also substantial. For
example, Detroit closed 93 schools between 2009 and 2014, Philadelphia closed 30
schools between 2012 and 2013, and Chicago experienced the largest mass school
closure in U.S. history in 2013 when it closed 47 of its elementary schools. Urban
closures have been met with fierce resistance, with teachers, families, and public
school advocates organizing protests, holding hunger strikes, and filing lawsuits to
save their schools. Despite the significant backlash, school district officials continue
to close schools at an alarming rate, justifying the strategy as an efficient means
for addressing fiscal constraints and increasing academic performance (Tieken and
Auldridge-Reveles 2019).

Opponents of school closures counter claims of economic efficiency and aca-
demic accountability by arguing that school closures affect more institutions and
actors than displaced students alone (Tieken and Auldridge-Reveles 2019). There-
fore, public officials are underestimating the broader societal costs of closing a
school. One such institution is the neighborhood, which has important economic
and social interdependencies with local schools (Brazil 2016; Good 2019). A nega-
tive consequence for neighborhoods that is consistently raised is increased crime
(Black 2018; Ewing 2018; Hagedorn 2017). This claim is based primarily on two
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mechanisms. First, according to broken windows theory, the disorder attached to
school building vacancy after closure will attract crime to the area (Wilson and
Kelling 1982). Second, displaced students are forced to cross rival gang territories to
attend other schools, thus elevating community conflict and violence (Ahmed-Ullah
2013).

The relationship between closures and crime, however, is not as straightforward
as it might appear. First, some theoretical perspectives view schools as generators
of crime and thus would predict a decrease in crime after closure. For example,
routine activity theory asserts that schools increase criminal opportunities in sur-
rounding neighborhoods by concentrating suitable targets in the absence of capable
guardianship (Cook 2017). Second, school closures are multicategorical phenom-
ena, where categories are based on a school building’s status after closure, either
vacant, repurposed, or merged with an existing school. These conditions may have
differential associations with neighborhood crime that are masked when examining
closure as a binary event: closed or not closed. Third, the effects of a school closure
may vary by status duration and distance to the closed school. Fourth, closures may
impact neighborhoods that are indirectly affected by the district’s closure policy.
In particular, districts typically reassign displaced students to a welcoming school,
which in turn may have consequences for that school’s surrounding neighborhood.
In cases where the receiving school remains in its existing location, vacancy occurs
in the closed school’s neighborhood, whereas student merger occurs in the receiv-
ing school’s neighborhood. The scenario is switched when the welcoming school
relocates to the closed school location. Depending on the nature of the relationship
between crime, vacancy, and student merger, crime levels may increase in one place
but decrease in another.

Examining the association between closures and neighborhood crime is further
complicated by the nonrandom selection of schools for closure (Brazil 2019; Caven
2019; Lee and Lubienski 2017). I aim to mitigate this challenge by leveraging the
2013 Chicago mass school closure to estimate the effects of closures on local crime.
In May 2013, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) voted to close 49 elementary schools. In
addition to representing an important case deserving study in and of itself given
its historic size, the Chicago mass school closure offers several methodological
advantages. These advantages include its significant magnitude and compressed
timeline, the formation of a valid comparison group based on the schools considered
but not selected for closure, the five-year moratorium on school closures, and
variation in postclosure status condition, specifically building vacancy, repurposing,
and student merger. Using a monthly panel of crime counts between 2008 and
2018, I test the differential impact of school vacancy, repurposing, and merger on
neighborhood crime as a consequence of Chicago’s mass closure. I test the effects
across varying spatial and temporal scales and differentiate between officially closed
schools and nonclosed schools that were assigned to receive displaced students.

How School Closures Affect Local Crime

Conceptualizing the ways in which schools are repurposed after closure is central
to understanding the theoretical pathways linking school closure to neighborhood
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crime. After a school is closed, its building can either become vacant or repurposed
for another use. Because they are often large and located in residential neighbor-
hoods, school buildings are difficult to sell and thus can remain vacant for long
periods of time. If the district can find a buyer or renter, the building is often con-
verted into a nonschool (e.g., housing or recreation center) or a new school (Dowdall
and Warner 2013). Whether and how long a closed school building remains vacant
and how the building is repurposed may have differential consequences on local
crime.

Conceptualizing the indirect impact that closures may have on nonclosed
schools and their neighborhoods is central to understanding how a city’s school
closure plan can produce spillover externalities. The primary mechanism through
which closures impact other schools is through the reassignment of displaced
students. Many school districts establish student reassignment plans that send
displaced students to the nearest school or, in more limited cases, the nearest high-
performing school, offering transportation options to those with limited geographic
access. Here, the nonclosed school is the site of the merger and the closed school
becomes vacant or repurposed. However, the district may relocate a welcoming
school to the closed school’s building, leaving a vacant building in the welcoming
school’s old neighborhood and forcing the welcoming school’s students to travel
across potentially unsafe areas. In either scenario (a welcoming school staying
in place or relocating), school closures will have community-wide effects that go
beyond the neighborhoods surrounding the closed schools.

By overlaying various theoretical perspectives onto the status conditions that
schools enter after closure, I generate hypotheses regarding the effects of school
closures on neighborhood crime. In the following sections, I rely on these various
theoretical perspectives to explicate the pathways linking school closures to local
crime.

School Closures Increase Crime

There are two mechanisms that support the hypothesis that school closures increase
neighborhood crime. First, closures increase crime through school building va-
cancies. This pathway is supported by the broken windows theory, which posits
that visual cues of disorder, such as abandoned buildings, attract crime because
offenders assume from these cues that residents are indifferent to what goes on in
the neighborhood (Wilson and Kelling 1982). Several studies have found support
for this theory, estimating positive associations between property vacancies and
criminal activity (Cui and Walsh 2015; Raleigh and Galster 2015). For example,
Spelman (1993) found that crimes such as drug dealing and prostitution were found
to take place within the confines of more than 80 percent of abandoned buildings.
School buildings are more likely to remain vacant after closure because the typical
urban school for sale is old, large, and located in a residential area, limiting its
resaleability (Dowdall and Warner 2013). Furthermore, demolition is often more
expensive than keeping buildings up and not maintaining them (Dowdall and
Warner 2013). Abandoned buildings deteriorate, making them harder to resell,
and become magnets for illicit activities. As one public official explained after the
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closure of several schools in Atlanta, "If you leave an old building sitting for so
long, the water is not running, the gas line isn’t working ... it makes it harder to
redevelop them, making them a place for crime" (Sarrio 2012).

The second mechanism explaining an increase in crime after closure is the merg-
ing of displaced students with students from a welcoming school. A typical school
district strategy for reenrolling displaced students is to send them to designated
welcoming schools, where welcoming is determined by a number of factors, in-
cluding enrollment, academic performance, and distance (Brummet 2014; Engberg
et al. 2012; Steinberg, Ukert, and MacDonald 2019). The merger can occur in either
the location of the welcoming school or the closed school. Public school advocates
argue that crime increases because students travelling to a new school location have
to cross rival gang boundaries (Hagedorn 2017).

In the case of Chicago, teachers and staff of welcoming schools substantiate
these concerns, observing that when students are walking to and from school,
they "have to be real careful because [they’re] in two different gang territories,
. . . so sometimes [they] get chased home because they stayed on one side versus
another around here" (Gordon et al. 2018:30). Students attending welcoming schools
are aware of these dangers, reporting lower levels of safety walking to and from
school compared to students enrolled in other schools (Gordon et al. 2018). Even
if students are not affiliated with a gang, they may still be targeted solely because
of where they live. As a Chicago alderman explained in reaction to the closing of
his neighborhood elementary school, "It’s not about if a kid is a gangbanger or not.
It’s about if they come from that community, that area. Then they’re considered
affiliated" (Konkol 2013). Urban gangs typically carve out turf at very small spatial
scales, sometimes down to the block-by-block level (Papachristos, Hureau, and
Braga 2013), thus forcing students to cross gang boundaries across relatively short
distances. CPS offered additional busing only when welcoming schools were greater
than 0.8 miles away. Even when students commute to school using busses, they
must walk to bus stops, which are not always close to their home locations (Lee
and Lubienski 2017). Whether walking to school or a bus stop, students living
in the neighborhoods affected by Chicago’s mass closure must traverse through
some of the city’s most violent areas. Fear of violence and direct exposure to
crime have serious consequences on student wellbeing outcomes, including rates of
absenteeism, which in turn may lead to other delinquent behaviors that may incite
further strife within the community (Burdick-Will, Stein, and Grigg 2019; DaViera
and Roy 2019; Sharkey et al. 2014).

School Closures Decrease Crime

An alternative hypothesis argues that school closures decrease crime. This predic-
tion is supported by routine activity and social disorganization theories, which
associate crime with patterns of land use and the spatial arrangement of facilities.
Routine activity theory posits that patterns of land use have the potential to either
facilitate or impede crime by structuring routine activities that create opportunities
for offending or encourage social control in public places (Felson 1987). One way
that schools might attract crime is by increasing the traffic density. Neighborhoods
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with a school experience a high ratio of nonresidents to residents as a result of the
services provided by the school, which include noneducational services that are
offered outside of school hours. As a result, schools have a tendency to yield a high
volume of targets. Given that guardianship is mainly limited to school grounds
and schools are dismissed several hours before most working adults return home,
guardianship would be at a minimum within the community, allowing offend-
ers opportunities to engage in theft, assault, and other crime with little chance of
detection.

Criminologists have also used social disorganization theory to explain higher
rates of crime in neighborhoods with schools. The theory hypothesizes that struc-
tural disadvantages such as poverty and residential turnover induce crime because
of their ability to impede the development of social ties, mutual cohesion and trust,
organizational participation, and the supervision of teenage groups (Sampson and
Groves 1989). Wo and Park (2020) found support for this explanation in their study
of crime around Chicago public schools. They argue that higher rates of crime may
be attributed to the presence of schools inhibiting pro-social interaction between
people living in the neighborhood, school staff, students and parents, thus separat-
ing the local community into different social worlds and thereby undermining the
ability to informally monitor and regulate crime in public spaces around schools.
Because of these dividing lines, responsibility over the supervision of neighbor-
hood youth may be unclear, obstructing residents’ ability to detect criminal activity.
Although the presence of youth in the neighborhood may be due to nonschool
reasons, some of which might be criminal in nature, residents may assume it is due
to formal schooling obligations, thus shifting the responsibility out of their hands
(Willits, Broidy, and Denman 2013). If a neighborhood does not have a school, as is
the case when a school closes, "the activity patterns of residents and nonresidents
will more readily converge, thereby prosocial interaction is more likely to occur"
(Wo and Park 2020:4).

Studies have consistently demonstrated that the presence of schools influences
crime patterns in the surrounding community (Astor, Benbenishty, and Meyer
2004; Kautt and Roncek 2007; Roncek 2000; Wo and Park 2020). However, these
studies examine crime around active schools. In the case of school closures, the
association with crime will depend on what happens to the school building after
closure. For example, the decrease in crime caused by removing a criminogenic
facility from the area may be counteracted if the school building becomes vacant and
this vacancy leads to increased crime. The effects may also vary across temporal and
spatial scales. Han (2014) found that the impact of abandoned properties on nearby
property values declines as the distance from the abandoned property increases.
However, when abandoned properties sit unoccupied for longer periods of time,
their impact on nearby property values increases in magnitude and goes farther
in distance. These spatiotemporal differences may also apply to the closure-crime
relationship.

In the lone study examining the effects of traditional public school closures on
crime, Steinberg et al. (2019) found substantive declines in crime following high
school closure in Philadelphia. They argue that these findings are consistent with
theories that predict crime to be higher with the presence of more students in an area
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by reducing the opportunity costs for crime and increasing the potential for criminal
socialization. The student-as-offender argument is weaker in the case of elementary
and middle school closures because the age group of primary school students has
low criminal offending rates. The authors also found evidence that violent crime
increases in neighborhoods where larger shares of enrolled students were displaced
due to school closures. The study is an important first step to understanding the
relationship between closures and crime, but it has yet to be replicated in another
urban area. The current study examines the closure-crime relationship in Chicago
and leverages several methodological advantages offered by the city’s 2013 mass
school closure.

Chicago’s 2013 Mass School Closure

Confronted with budget woes, substandard building conditions, poor academic
performance, declining populations, and a powerful education reform movement
backing school choice as the primary vehicle for school reform, Chicago initiated
several rounds of school closings during the 2000s, reaching its climax in the 2012–
2013 school year, when CPS voted to close 49 elementary schools (Ewing 2018).
As the largest mass school closure to date, generating significant public outcry,
including mass protests and major lawsuits, Chicago’s 2013 school closings merit
scholarly examination. Important for this study’s purposes, the evidence suggests
that the mass closure also has a number of methodologically attractive features.

First, the mass closure provides a valid comparison group to the closed schools.
In estimating the effects of school closures on neighborhood outcomes, the main
econometric challenge is that closed schools are not randomly selected. CPS cited
many different factors when selecting which schools to close; among them were
enrollment, performance measures, and the overall condition of the school buildings
(De la Torre et al. 2015). The selection of schools also incorporated unobserved
characteristics, including public and private feedback from various stakeholders.
Closed schools are not randomly scattered across the city, as most are concentrated
in disadvantaged neighborhoods in the south and west sides (see Figure 1). A naive
comparison of crime rates in neighborhoods that experienced a closure with the
crime rates in neighborhoods that did not experience a closure is likely to yield
biased estimates.

This article’s solution is to rely on the final CPS-announced list of schools
considered for closure. In December 2012, CPS identified 330 schools that were
underenrolled and at risk for closure. This initial list included elementary schools,
high schools, and charter schools, regardless of school performance. After a short
period of public discussion, a pared down list of 129 elementary schools that could
be closed was released in February 2013. Most of the schools slated for closure were
located in historically disinvested and primarily black communities. In May 2013,
the Chicago Board of Education voted to close 49 of the 129 elementary schools.1

The identifying assumption is that the schools in the February 2013 list that were not
selected for closure form a valid counterfactual for the schools that were selected
after conditioning on differences in preexisting trends.
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Figure 1: Chicago public elementary school locations in 2013. Mi, miles.
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To examine how well my approach identifies similar treatment and control
areas, Table 1 compares school and census tract characteristics of the 49 schools that
were closed, the 413 schools that were not closed, and the 79 schools that were not
closed but appeared on the February 2013 list. The school data reflect the 2012–2013
school year and come from CPS. Neighborhoods are represented as census tracts
containing an elementary school. Tract data come from the 2009–2013 American
Community Survey. I ran a series of ordinary least squares regressions for each of
these variables on the closure indicator to determine whether differences between
the closed schools and the two sets of controls are statistically significant. I find that
closed schools have a significantly different demographic makeup and much lower
standardized test scores compared to all nonclosed schools. They are also located
in significantly poorer neighborhoods with a greater presence of black residents. In
contrast, the 79 schools on the February closure list that did not close have similar
school- and tract-level characteristics. These schools also exhibit similar premass
closure crime levels. Table 2 compares the mean pre-2013 violent and nonviolent
crime counts across the three groups by the circular distance in meters around
the school. The preclosure violent and nonviolent crime mean counts are lower
in the all nonclosed schools group across all radii. In contrast, mean crime counts
for areas surrounding non-closed schools on the February list are similar to the
areas surrounding closed schools. The results shown in Tables 1 and 2 suggest
that nonclosed schools that appeared on the February 2013 list constitute a better
comparison group than all nonclosed schools based on the similarity of preclosure
observable characteristics and crime levels.

A second important feature of the mass closure is the significant limitations in
the district’s planning and execution of the closure process (Ewing 2018). These
limitations are connected to the district’s aggressive closure timeline. Communities
had only three months to discuss and respond to the district’s February list. After
the Board of Education vote took place at the end of May, there was only one month
until the end of the school year and only two months thereafter to prepare for the
new school year. An Illinois state report issued by the Chicago Educational Facili-
ties Task Force (2014) outlined other deficiencies: input from broader community
stakeholders was missing in engagement sessions; district officials often rejected
the feedback and advice of independent hearing officers when they disagreed with
a proposed action; little planning surrounding the use of school buildings after
closure; and failure to properly assess and monitor the impact of the closures on
students, staff, and surrounding communities. Moreover, although CPS formulated
a strategy for reenrolling displaced students, it offered no after-closure plans for the
communities served by closed schools. The report concluded that the process lacked
long-range planning and adequate community engagement. The report’s findings
are supported by school staff interviews that suggested little guidance from the
district on how to prepare for large influxes of new staff and students coming from
different school and neighborhood communities (Gordon et al. 2018). These factors,
along with the significant size of the closures (the percentage of the district’s schools
and students impacted by the closure are 10.6 percent and 6.0 percent, respectively),
suggest that many communities were ill prepared for absorbing the wider effects of
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Table 1:Mean characteristics of Chicago public elementary schools and their tracts by 2013 closure status.

Nonclosed
Closed All nonclosed schools on

Variable schools closed schools February 2013 list

School characteristics
Average enrollment 297.6 589.7† 363.9†

Average reading score 26.8 41.7† 26.0
Average math score 31.3 46.5† 31.5
% white 0.9 10.7∗ 1.1
% black 86.8 34.3† 87.9
% Hispanic 10.2 48.8† 9.4
Tract characteristics
Average population 3, 043.8 3, 840.9† 2, 952.2
% <18 years old 26.1 24.8∗ 25.9
% not moving in past year 80.7 85.7∗ 83.7
% female-headed households 52.4 34.0† 54.1
% bachelor’s degree 24.4 28.1∗ 21.9
% unemployed 21.4 15.2† 23.1
% poverty 35.8 23.9† 33.7
% white 12.4 25.6† 9.5
% black 74.0 37.7† 78.8
% Hispanic 10.1 30.6† 8.4
N 49 413 79

All neighborhood characteristics are measured for the 2009–2013 period at the tract level. Asterisks in
columns 3 and 4 indicate whether mean values statistically differ from the mean values for the closed schools
group. †p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

the closures. In other words, a closure was arguably a significant and unexpected
shock to a community.

The third important feature of the mass closure is that CPS instituted a five-year
moratorium on school closings. Identification requires that there are no other con-
founding events that also affect crime. The moratorium means that I can observe the
five-year impact of the school closures without subsequent closures contaminating
the estimates. I can compare crime trends postclosure without the influence of
other closures occurring during the postclosure period that would likely affect the
remaining open schools and their neighborhoods.

The final important feature is the school district’s reenrollment plan for displaced
students. In order to accommodate the nearly 12,000 displaced students affected by
the mass closure, CPS designated specific welcoming schools for each of the closed
schools. A welcoming school had to be within one mile of the closed school, perform
better than the closed school, and have enough available seats to accommodate
students. The potential impact of the merger is significant, as, on average, the
welcoming schools each received approximately 150 displaced students, accounting
for about 32 percent of their student population in fall 2013 (Gordon et al. 2018). For
some of the welcoming schools, their enrollments almost doubled in size. Students
merged together were typically coming from neighborhoods with rival youth
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Table 2:Mean crime counts by school-buffer radius before June 2013.

Nonclosed
Closed All nonclosed schools on

Crime Radius schools closed schools February 2013 list

Violent 75 0.2 0.1† 0.2
150 0.8 0.5† 0.7
300 3.0 1.9† 2.8
450 6.8 4.3† 6.2

Nonviolent 75 2.1 1.4† 1.9
150 8.0 4.9† 6.7
300 29.9 19.1† 25.5
450 65.1 43.1† 56.8

N 49 413 79

Asterisks in columns 4 and 5 indicate whether mean values statistically differ from the mean values for the
closed schools group. †p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

gangs, and the district’s Office of Safety and Security was largely unaware of these
boundaries (Ewing 2018). Moreover, some welcoming schools received displaced
students in their current locations, whereas CPS determined that the closed school
building will house the welcoming school, leaving their previous neighborhoods
with building vacancies to fill and forcing welcoming school staff and students
to commute. Students enrolled in welcoming schools reported feeling less safe
walking to and from school compared to students in other schools across the district
(Gordon et al. 2018). The concern regarding the crossing of gang boundaries was not
relegated to teachers and parents, as the CPS expanded its Safe Passage Program,
which places adult monitors along designated "safe passage" streets leading to
and from welcoming schools. Despite claims by the CPS that the program led to
a substantial decline in crime, evidence suggests much smaller declines only in
particular safe-passage street segments and no change in crime around safe-passage
schools (Curran 2019).

Empirical Approach

Data Sources

I collected data on the 464 elementary schools open in the 2012–2013 school year
from CPS. I then identified the 129 elementary schools initially considered for
closure in February 2013 and the 49 that were ultimately voted for closure in May
2013. I also identified the 48 welcoming schools (schools that were selected to
receive displaced students), linking them to the closed schools whose students they
were welcoming. I also identified whether welcoming schools relocated to another
building. I excluded from the sample a welcoming school that unofficially closed
during the five-year moratorium. The list of elementary schools considered for
closure in February 2013, school longitude and latitude coordinates, and welcoming
school information were obtained from CPS. The sales date and new ownership of
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each abandoned school building were collected from CPS, newspaper articles, and
media documentation of school building sales.2 The study’s observation period is
July 2008 to July 2018, representing the five-year period before and after the mass
school closure.

Crime incident data were collected from Chicago’s online open data portal. The
data include the type of crime as classified under the Uniform Crime Reporting
Program, geographic location, and date of each crime from July 2008 to July 2018. A
total of 282,373 violent and 2,898,693 nonviolent crimes are included in the 10 years
covered by the data. Violent crimes include homicide, rape, aggravated assault
and battery, and robbery. Figure 2 shows yearly Chicago violent and nonviolent
crime rates per 10,000 population from 2008 to 2018. Violent crime rates steadily
decreased from 132.1 to 83.3 from 2008 to 2014, went back up to 103.9 in 2016, but
then dipped to 94.4 in 2018. Nonviolent crime rates show a steady decline from
2008 to 2015, dropping from 14,249.3 to 8709.6, but then flatten out the rest of the
study period. Crime rates generally went down, but Figure 3 shows that the spatial
distribution of crime did not significantly change from 2008 to 2018, as the most
and least dangerous neighborhoods remained so during the period (Papachristos,
Brazil, and Cheng 2018).

Estimation Strategy

I constructed a panel data set containing monthly crime for the neighborhoods
surrounding public elementary schools on the February 2013 list. My definition of
a neighborhood is a circular buffer of radius r surrounding each elementary school.
The more localized definition of neighborhood compared to larger traditional census
measures such as tracts controls for neighborhood characteristics that increasingly
become dissimilar as the geographic scale increases. A buffer also places the school
at the center of the neighborhood, whereas a census tract or block group measure
places some schools near the boundary, thus misestimating the effects if there are
spillover consequences. Moreover, a buffer allows for the testing of differential
effects by spatial scale.

Following prior work examining the impact of vacant properties on local crime
(Cui and Walsh 2015), I tested several radii r, specifically r = 75, 150, 300, and
450 meters. The different radii provide a balance between the noisier estimates of
smaller areas and the increased differences between those treated and controls as
the buffer zones increase. I then spatially joined crime data to each buffer. The
specification for the empirical analysis is presented in the following equation.

Crimeimy = α + β1D1
imy + β2D2

imy + β3D3
imy + β4D4

imy + γi + ϑmy + εimy (1)

where Crimeimy is the number of violent or nonviolent crimes within the circular
school buffer i in month m and year y, γi is a school buffer fixed effect and controls
for time-invariant area characteristics, and ϑmy is a month-by-year fixed effect con-
trolling for all month-by-year trends confounding the relationship between crime
and closure. Because the outcome variable is a nonnegative count, I ran negative bi-
nomial regression models using maximum likelihood methods to estimate equation
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(a) Violent crime (b) Non-violent crime

Figure 2: Violent and nonviolent crimes per 10,000 population in Chicago, 2008–2018.

1, with the number of buildings in 2013 within the circular buffer as the measure of
exposure. I clustered standard errors by school buffer.

The variable Dimy categorizes neighborhoods into the following five postclosure
status conditions (with the proportion of school buffer-by-month observations
in parentheses): the school experienced no change (reference; 75.3 percent); the
school merged (8.4 percent); the school is vacant (10.4 percent); the school was
repurposed into a nonschool (3.1 percent); and the school was repurposed into
a nonwelcoming school (2.9 percent). The last category contains existing schools
enrolling nonelementary school students that took over the vacant school buildings.
For example, The Chicago High School for the Arts took over Lafayette Elementary
School, and Kenwood Academy High School relocated into Canter Middle School.
No new schools opened in closed buildings during the study period, and the district
prohibited reoccupation by charters during the moratorium. Two schools were
selected for closure in May 2013 but did not officially close until a later date. I
designated the other 47 schools as closed in July 2013, with the last day of the
2012–2013 school year falling on June 17. The 2013–2014 school year officially
began on August 26, 2013. School locations experiencing a merger of students were
designated as such starting September 2013. School buildings leased or sold to a
new owner were designated as such in the month and year of their sale dates.

Results

The Effects of School Vacancy, Merger, and Repurposing

Table 3 presents the main coefficients of interest from the estimation of equation 1.
Each panel represents separate models based on violent and nonviolent crime as
the dependent variable. The columns represent separate models based on buffer
size. I present the coefficients as incidence rate ratios (IRRs). An IRR less than 1
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(a) Violent 2008 (b) Violent 2018

(c) Non-violent 2008 (d) Non-violent 2018

Figure 3: Violent and nonviolent crime rates per 100 population by census tract, 2008 and 2018. Mi, miles.
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Table 3: Results from negative binomial regressions of violent and nonviolent crime counts on school closure
condition by buffer radius.

75 150 300 450

Panel A: Violent Crime
Merged 1.15 1.16 1.04 1.04

(0.15) (0.09) (0.07) (0.05)
Vacant 0.78 0.92 0.92 0.97

(0.11) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)
Repurposed nonschool 1.22 1.07 1.01 0.98

(0.18) (0.09) (0.07) (0.05)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.30 1.00 1.02 1.06

(0.30) (0.09) (0.07) (0.07)
Panel B: Nonviolent Crime
Merged 1.44† 1.23† 1.04∗ 1.01

(0.12) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04)
Vacant 0.65† 0.95 0.96 0.98

(0.07) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Repurposed nonschool 0.67† 0.96 0.96 0.97

(0.07) (0.07) (0.04) (0.04)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.06 0.96 0.99 1.08

(0.09) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05)

All models include school buffer and month-by-year fixed effects. Sample represents 15,488 buffer-by-
month-by-year observations representing 128 schools. Clustered standard errors are in parentheses. †p <
0.01, *p < 0.05.

indicates a reduction in crime, whereas an IRR greater than 1 suggests an increase.
The reference group in all models includes neighborhoods with schools that did
not close and were not welcoming schools. The results shown in panel A reveal
no effects on violent crime across all status conditions and buffer sizes. In contrast,
I find several statistically significant and contrasting associations between school
status and nonviolent crime. First, I find that merged school locations experienced
an increase in nonviolent crime at the 75-meter scale. The regression coefficient
indicates that a neighborhood experienced a 44 percent increase in nonviolent crime
in the five years after a school merger. Second, I find that the increase, although
declining in magnitude, persists at the 150-meter (22 percent) and 300-meter (4
percent) scales. These findings support arguments offered by teachers, students,
parents, and public school advocates that closures increase local crime through the
merger of student populations. The persistence of the effect across larger distances
suggests explanatory mechanisms such as commuting across gang boundaries that
go beyond something about the area immediately surrounding the school.

Third, I find an opposite effect (decreased nonviolent crime) in the 75-meter
areas surrounding schools that are vacant. These neighborhoods experienced a 35
percent decrease in nonviolent crime. However, this effect is only significant at
the smallest spatial scale. Fourth, neighborhoods surrounding schools that were
repurposed into a nonschool experienced a 33 percent decrease in nonviolent crime.
Similar to the vacancy effect, the decrease disappears after the 75-meter radius.
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These findings support routine activity and social disorganization theories, which
identify schools as criminogenic facilities. However, the results suggest that the
impact of land use conditions (vacancy and nonschool reoccupation) is limited
to the area immediately surrounding the school. In contrast, the effect of student
merger has broader geographic consequences.

I ran a set of additional models to test the robustness of the main results. First,
in order to test whether findings are sensitive to distributional assumptions, I
fitted Poisson models to go along with the negative binomial models presented in
the main analysis. Second, I included a buffer-area–specific linear time trend to
control for differential crime trends. Third, I explored the impact of extending the
starting month of vacancy status. The main models designated a school as vacant
one month after closure or relocation; therefore, schools that officially closed or
relocated in June 2013 are designated as vacant starting in July 2013. I tested models
that pushed vacancy status to one (August) and two (September) months after
closure/relocation. The results from these robustness tests, which are provided in
the online supplement, are similar to those presented in Table 3.

Duration of Vacancy and Merger

The models estimated in Table 3 do not take into account any varying effects
by duration spent in a specific condition. I next present results from models that
measure the effects of vacancy and merger duration on crime. In the case of building
vacancy, prior evidence has shown that the effects of property abandonment on
neighborhood outcomes such as crime vary by vacancy length (Cui and Walsh
2015; Han 2014). According to broken windows theory, the mechanism by which a
distressed property influences crime is largely visual. Then, it is plausible to assume
that the impact of a recently vacant school building may not be as strong as the
impact of a school building that has been siting unmaintained for a much longer
period. On the one hand, a smaller or no effect occurs in the earlier period but
increases or emerges the longer the building remains vacant. On the other hand, a
negative effect may occur in the earlier period due to the immediate displacement
of students as offenders and victims, but the effect either disappears as the local area
adjusts to the vacant property or becomes positive if the vacant property attracts
crime.

To examine the effect of vacancy length on crime, I estimated equation 1 using
the same treatment variable Dimy but expanded the vacancy status condition into
the following categories: school building is vacant less than 12 months, between
12 and 23 months, and greater than or equal to 24 months. Results are shown in
Table 4. I find that the results in Table 3 were masking a short-term effect on violent
crime. Here, there is a 34 percent decrease in violent crime in the first year at the
75-meter scale. This negative effect is significant but decreases in magnitude at
larger spatial scales. I also find a decrease in nonviolent crime but only at the 75-
meter scale. This effect persists after a year (36 percent decrease), becomes smaller
in the second year (28 percent), and disappears thereafter. These results expand the
main findings from Table 3 by showing that the effects of vacancy on crime are not
only spatially localized but short term. This finding may suggest that the negative
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Table 4: Results from negative binomial regressions of violent and nonviolent crime counts on school closure
condition by buffer radius and vacancy duration.

75 150 300 450

Panel A: Violent Crime
Vacancy duration
<12 months 0.66∗ 0.82∗ 0.87∗ 0.89†

(0.13) (0.08) (0.05) (0.03)
12–23 months 0.82 0.95 0.92 0.93

(0.15) (0.09) (0.05) (0.04)
≥24 months 0.82 0.96 0.95 1.02

(0.13) (0.07) (0.06) (0.05)
Merged 1.16 1.16 1.04 1.04

(0.15) (0.09) (0.07) (0.06)
Repurposed nonschool 1.23 1.07 1.01 0.98

(0.18) (0.10) (0.07) (0.05)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.30 1.00 1.02 1.06

(0.29) (0.09) (0.07) (0.07)
Panel B: Nonviolent Crime
Vacancy duration
<12 months 0.64† 0.90 0.94 0.97

(0.07) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03)
12–23 months 0.72† 0.98 0.99 0.98

(0.08) (0.06) (0.04) (0.03)
≥24 months 0.91 0.97 0.97 0.99

(0.07) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Merged 1.44† 1.23† 1.04∗ 1.01

(0.12) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04)
Repurposed nonschool 0.67† 0.97 0.96 0.97

(0.07) (0.07) (0.04) (0.04)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.06 0.96 0.99 1.08

(0.09) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05)

All models include school buffer and month-by-year fixed effects. Sample represents 15,488 buffer-by-
month-by-year observations representing 128 schools. Clustered standard errors are in parentheses. †p <
0.01, *p < 0.05.

consequences of vacancy as predicted by broken windows theory wash out the
positive benefits of removing a criminogenic facility as predicted by routine activity
and social disorganization theories if the building remains vacant long enough.

I next consider the length of time since school merger. On the one hand, given
the short period of time to prepare for the merger, we might see an increase in crime
in the short term but the effect disappearing in the long term as the surrounding
community adjusts. On the other hand, the effect might persist or unfold later as
new student rivalries and conflicts emerge after a transition period. Table 5 shows
results from models estimating the effects of time since merger. To be consistent
with the vacancy duration models, I categorized time since merger as less than 12
months, between 12 and 23 months, and greater than or equal to 24 months.
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Table 5: Results from negative binomial regressions of violent and nonviolent crime counts on school closure
condition by buffer radius and merger duration.

75 150 300 450

Panel A: Violent Crime
Merger duration
<12 months 1.06 1.15 1.02 1.02

(0.22) (0.14) (0.08) (0.06)
12–23 months 1.04 1.05 1.05 1.09

(0.23) (0.14) (0.08) (0.06)
≥24 months 1.22 1.19 1.05 1.03

(0.18) (0.11) (0.07) (0.06)
Vacant 0.78 0.92 0.92 0.97

(0.11) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)
Repurposed nonschool 1.24 1.07 1.01 0.98

(0.18) (0.10) (0.07) (0.05)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.30 1.00 1.02 1.06

(0.30) (0.09) (0.07) (0.07)
Panel B: Nonviolent Crime
Merger duration
<12 months 1.52† 1.32† 1.07∗ 1.05

(0.14) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05)
12–23 months 1.32∗ 1.19∗ 1.04∗ 1.02

(0.17) (0.11) (0.05) (0.05)
≥24 months 1.46† 1.21† 1.02 1.00

(0.13) (0.07) (0.06) (0.04)
Vacant 0.65† 0.95 0.96 0.98

(0.07) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Repurposed no-school 0.67† 0.96 0.96 0.97

(0.07) (0.07) (0.04) (0.04)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.06 0.96 0.99 1.08

(0.09) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05)

All models include school buffer and month-by-year fixed effects. Sample represents 15,488 buffer-by-
month-by-year observations representing 128 schools. Clustered standard errors are in parentheses. †p <
0.01, *p < 0.05.

I find that neighborhoods with merged schools experienced no change in violent
crime across all time periods and buffer sizes. In contrast, I find a persistent increase
in nonviolent crime across time at the 75-, 150-, and 300-meter scales. Nonviolent
crime increased by 52 percent in the first year after merger at the 75-meter scale.
This increase diminished in the second year (32 percent) but increased thereafter (46
percent). At the 150-meter scale, neighborhoods with a merged school experienced
a 32 percent increase in nonviolent crime in the first year of merger. The increase
is 18 percent and 20 percent in the second year and thereafter, respectively. I
also find a persistent albeit smaller increase in nonviolent crime at the 300-meter
buffer. Neighborhoods within 300 meters of a merged school experienced a 7
percent and 4 percent increase in nonviolent crime in the first and second year after
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Table 6: Results from negative binomial regressions of violent and nonviolent crime counts on school closure
condition by buffer radius and welcoming and closed school location.

75 150 300 450

Panel A: Violent Crime
Welcoming school location
Merged 0.93 1.20 1.03 1.03

(0.22) (0.20) (0.10) (0.06)
Vacant 0.63 0.91 0.87 0.93

(0.15) (0.11) (0.09) (0.07)
Closed school location
Merged 1.23 1.15 1.05 1.04

(0.17) (0.10) (0.08) (0.07)
Vacant 0.81 0.93 0.94 0.98

(0.12) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04)
Repurposed nonschool 1.22 1.08 1.01 0.98

(0.18) (0.10) (0.07) (0.05)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.19 1.06 1.02 1.04

(0.25) (0.09) (0.07) (0.06)
Panel B: Nonviolent Crime
Welcoming school location
Merged 1.20∗ 1.13∗ 1.04∗ 0.97

(0.14) (0.07) (0.04) (0.04)
Vacant 0.69∗ 1.03 0.94 0.97

(0.12) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07)
Closed school location
Merged 1.55† 1.27† 1.07∗ 1.04

(0.14) (0.08) (0.05) (0.06)
Vacant 0.64† 0.93 0.97 0.99

(0.07) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Repurposed nonschool 0.67† 0.97 0.96 0.97

(0.07) (0.07) (0.04) (0.04)
Repurposed nonmerged school 1.09 1.01 1.01 1.08

(0.09) (0.09) (0.05) (0.04)

All models include school buffer and month-by-year fixed effects. Sample represents 15,488 buffer-by-month-
by-year observations representing 128 schools. Clustered standard errors are in parentheses. Repurposed
nonschool and nonmerged school conditions were not separated due to small sample sizes. †p < 0.01, *p <
0.05.

merger, respectively. Based on results from Tables 3–5, school merger exhibits more
expansive spatiotemporal effects on nonviolent crime than building vacancy

Effects Across Closed School and Welcoming School Neighborhoods

The results presented thus far have combined neighborhoods containing schools
that officially closed with neighborhoods containing welcoming schools. Table 6
shows results from models separating merger and vacancy conditions by the two
neighborhood types. I find that violent crime does not change after vacancy or
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merger for both neighborhood types across all buffer sizes. However, I find that
vacancy for both neighborhood types is associated with similar decreases in nonvi-
olent crime at the 75-meter scale and no association at larger scales. I also find that
merger for both neighborhood types is associated with an increase in nonviolent
crime at the 75-, 150- and 300- meter scales. In contrast to vacancy, the effect is
much larger for neighborhoods with a closed school, suggesting that merger effects
are more acute at the closed school’s location. For example, a merger occurring
in a closed school building is associated with a 55 percent increase in nonviolent
crime. In comparison, the increase associated with a merger in a welcoming school’s
building is less than half (20 percent). Nevertheless, these results show that school
closures have much broader implications for the city than what has been previously
suggested by prior closure discussions, which have largely focused on closed school
neighborhoods.

Conclusion

This article examines the consequences of public elementary school closures on
neighborhood crime. Exploiting the methodological features of the 2013 Chicago
mass closure, I compared crime rates in geographically small and homogenous areas
at different spatial and temporal stages, also accounting for the potential differential
associations based on school vacancy, repurposing, and merger. Several key findings
emerged. First, contrary to claims made by opponents of school closures, building
vacancy is associated with a decrease in local violent and nonviolent crime. I
also found that nonviolent crime decreases when a school building is repurposed
into a nonschool. The vacancy and repurposing effects are significant only in the
neighborhood surrounding the school. These spatially localized negative effects
corroborate Wo and Park’s (2020) study of open elementary schools in Chicago,
which found higher rates of crime only in a school’s focal block. They used routine
activity and social disorganization theories of crime to explain their results, which
can also be applied here. My results also corroborate findings from Steinberg et al’s
(2019) examination of school closures in Philadelphia, which showed a reduction in
crime in block groups containing closed high schools. My results expand on their
findings by showing that the effects also apply to primary schools, thus moving
beyond criminal opportunity theories positing students as criminal offenders.

Second, the negative effects of vacancy on both crime types are short term,
persisting for less than two years for nonviolent crime and less than a year for
violent crime. An explanation for this finding is that the decrease in crime due to
the removal of concentrated youth is temporary, and the increase in crime related to
vacancy as predicted by broken windows theory may emerge or become stronger
the longer a building remains vacant. Most school districts do not establish formal
plans for building repurposing after closure, leaving school buildings vacant for
long durations (Dowdall and Warner 2013). My results indicate that public officials
should be proactive in repurposing closed school buildings, ideally establishing a
plan well before schools officially close.

Third, I find that neighborhoods with schools that merged two or more student
communities experienced an increase in nonviolent crime. In contrast to the de-

sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com 146 April 2020 | Volume 7



Brazil Public School Closures and Crime

crease in crime after vacancy, the increase related to school merger is long term and
spans larger spatial scales. This result suggests that the land use effects of school
closure are spatiotemporally localized, whereas the student merger component
has much broader community-wide consequences. Teachers and parents argue
that these community-wide effects are due to conflict stemming from students
being forced to cross gang boundaries when commuting to school. In deciding
which schools are consolidated, district officials may not be fully accounting for
these student and community safety considerations. This may be partly due to
the lack of engagement during the closure process with community members who
are aware of these factors. Furthermore, when a school is closed, districts may not
provide teachers and staff with the type of guidance and resources that are needed
to properly absorb large student populations coming from different communities.
Moreover, community members beyond those formally affiliated with the schools
also received little guidance and help in dealing with the potential community-wide
repercussions of school merger. The CPS expanded its Safe Passage Program after
the mass closure, but evidence suggests that its efficacy was limited (Curran 2019).
Overall, these findings suggest that policy makers need to think not only of the
unique needs of students attending schools that welcome students from closed
schools but also the unique needs of the communities that these students are coming
from and commuting to.

Fourth, I find that closures impact not just the neighborhoods surrounding the
schools that were officially closed but also the neighborhoods surrounding the
nonclosed schools that received displaced students. This is an important finding
considering that school closure debates often exclusively focus on the neighbor-
hoods of closed schools, ignoring the fact that a district’s closure policy indirectly
affects other neighborhoods through school relocation and student reassignment.
My findings suggest that the effects of closures are much wider than previously
conceived, and cost-benefit analyses of school closures should take these broader
factors into account.

Several limitations of this research warrant consideration. First, the results are
specific not only to Chicago but its mass school closure in 2013. The advantage
of my design is that it overcomes several of the challenges in isolating the effects
of school closures. As in any study, external validity is not guaranteed. Chicago,
however, is a major battleground in the school closure debate, and a critical mass
of school closure research focusing on Chicago already exists; thus my findings
add another layer to an important case in the larger closure policy and scholarly
discussion. However, future work should examine the impact of closures on local
crime and other neighborhood outcomes in other cities. Second, the analysis does
not examine high school closures due to the study design and does not examine
heterogeneity across school characteristics such as academic performance. Third, I
did not test the potential community-level mechanisms that may help explain my
findings. For example, my hypothesis that the merger of students coming from
communities with rival gangs explains the increase in crime after merger should be
formally tested. I also do not incorporate measures of neighborhood social capital
and collective efficacy to examine social disorganization predictions of changes in
crime levels after school vacancy.
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These limitations notwithstanding, my findings suggest that a more complete
understanding of how closures impact neighborhoods requires a reconceptual-
ization of school closures as dichotomous events to multicategorical phenomena
whose potential effects span spatiotemporal dimensions. It is not merely whether a
school closes or not that matters but what happens to school facilities after closure,
the implications of the closure on the surrounding neighborhood, other institutions
outside of the closed school and its neighborhood that may be impacted, and how
the effects vary across duration and geographic proximity. By acknowledging these
broader effects, city and district officials can generate policies and make decisions
that not only are designed to better allocate public funding but also ensure that
existing social inequities are not exacerbated.

Notes

1 CPS voted to close 49 schools in May 2013: 47 in 2013 and 2 at a later date.

2 I coded a building as no longer vacant based on the sales date. In some cases, a building
is sold but is not occupied until a much later date. This means that my estimates may be
biased because these months are coded as not vacant when in fact they still are.
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