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What is the Paterson Prevention
Project?
The Paterson Prevention Project is a 5-year study that aims to
understand the role of neighborhoods on substance use and mental
health outcomes among youth between the ages of 13-21 years old in
Paterson, NJ.
Substance use and mental health research often recruit youth primarily
through school settings, yet we know little about youth that are not
attending schools regularly.
Youth who experience high rates of absenteeism are more likely dealing
with issues related to substance use and poor mental health which can
contribute to why they are not able to attend school regularly. Using
innovative methods such as venue-based sampling, this project aims to
visit specific venues where youth are more likely to visit when they are
not at school and collect data through surveys and interviews on
substance use and mental health symptoms.
Data will be used to inform a prevention educational intervention
catered to specific neighborhoods for Paterson youth.
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Absenteeism and educational outcomes
Within Passaic County, New Jersey,
Paterson has one of the highest
rates of student absenteeism
and worse educational
outcomes. This is due to multiple
factors that have not been fully
explored in the city yet, although
research has provided some context
as to how neighborhoods contribute
to absenteeism and educational
disparities.

There is a growing understanding of
the role of neighborhood and larger
systemic factors on the educational
attainment of youth. Furthermore,
the association between rising
income inequality and residential
segregation can have important
implications for neighborhoods,
schools, and subsequent
educational outcomes in youth.

POLICY REPORT GOALS:
To provide evidence that highlights how structural and systemic factors
in Passaic County, NJ affect educational outcomes for students.
Specifically, we will highlight educational inequalities in a resource
deprived neighborhoods in Paterson compared to surrounding cities
within Passaic County.
Provide policy recommendations to address educational disparity and
increase educational equity for all youth.
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Paterson, New Jersey

Passaic County is among the smallest but one of the most populous
and dense counties in New Jersey. Although Passaic County is overall
diverse (37.04% Hispanic; 62.65% White, 12.83% Black/African
American, .67% Native American, 5.01% Asian, .03% Pacific Islander,
15.11% other races, 3.71% two or more races; (1). Paterson has the
highest rate of racial and ethnic minorities in Passaic County.
In addition to being one of the most diverse cities, Paterson, NJ
continues to be one of the most economically disadvantaged
communities in New Jersey, with a poverty rate that is 19% above the
average poverty rate across residents in New Jersey (10%).
Approximately, 29.1% residents living in this city live below the
poverty line, with a median household income of $33,000 compared
the $71,180 median income for the entire state (1). Paterson’s child
poverty rate is 41%, which is higher than New Jersey’s rate of children
in poverty (16%) (2).

1. U.S. Census (2010)
2. (Advocates for Children of New Jersey, 2015)

05

Methods
In an effort to contextualize the Paterson community, in 2021, we
conducted several research studies highlighting current community
disparities using publicly available data.
Data on neighborhood resources (Child Opportunity Index; COI) was
gathered from Diversity Data Kids. The COI is a measure of the availability
and quality of resources and conditions across US neighborhoods. Access
to these resources is important for healthy youth development and wellbeing, thus when children are deprived of these resources, the
consequences can negatively affect their development across multiple
domains.
Data on violent crime was acquired from the Federal Bureau of
Investigation. School level data including school characteristics (e.g., school
size, teacher ratio, economic disadvantage, diversity) and outcomes (e.g.
absenteeism, dropout rates, suspensions, high school graduation, college
enrollments, and math, english, and science standardized assessments) was
gathered from the New Jersey Department of Education.
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There are disproportionally higher rates of crime and
violence exposures in a 20-minute walking radius of
schools in Paterson, compared to schools in Passaic
County.
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Paterson students collectively had higher rates of
absenteeism compared to students in other Passaic
County towns over the last three academic school
years, with the most drastic change happening in 20172018 academic year.
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Rates of absenteeism were over twice as high in
Paterson schools compared to other schools in
Passaic County.

Paterson and Passaic city had the lowest child
opportunity index scores and highest
student absentee rates in Passaic County.
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Lower neighborhood educational, environmental, and
social opportunities (COI) in Paterson, NJ is associated with
poorer math, english, and science standardized
scores
English

Science

Math
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Maps of Math, English, and Science Test Scores and Child Opportunity
Index Scores in Passaic County, NJ
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Recommendations
1. Community-based initiatives to solve the high
truancy problem
Cities that had more programs and youth-serving organizations in
Passaic County were more likely to have less absenteeism rates. By
investing in the creation of youth-serving organizations that are in
Paterson and areas that have highest rates of absenteeism, this can
provide extra support to children and families who may be struggling
with school attendance and other factors that are contributing to
absenteeism.

2. Collaborate with anti-violence and crime
organizations to aid in tackling the youth
truancy problem
Cities that had the highest rates of crime and violence, had the highest
rates of absenteeism and worse educational outcomes. Because there is
a strong association between crime, violence, and education, it is
essential for Paterson education leaders and policy makers to partner
with anti-crime and violence organizations and agencies to work on
creating safer communities.
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3. Provide researchers and practitioners with
access to neighborhood level data to assess
for differences in academic outcomes (and
other behavioral outcomes)
In order to target specific neighborhoods that may be struggling with
low educational outcomes and high absenteeism rates, it is important
for state and local level education departments to provide researchers
with access to neighborhood level data. While data on students should
be de-identified, providing information such as street intersections and
zip codes, school grades, absentee records, and standardized test
scores, this gives researchers a clear and precise image of certain
neighborhood factors are impacting educational outcomes.
By comparing neighborhoods of children who are thriving versus
those who are struggling, researchers can provide concrete
solutions to school districts that are neighborhood specific.
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4. Venue-based sampling-to be used to recruit
youth and interview youth
As researchers, it is important to meet children where they are in
order to understand what factors are placing them at risk and to
develop solutions with them and for them. Venue-based sampling
provides a method for researchers, policymakers, and
community leaders to visit venues that are frequently visited
by youth who may not attend school regularly. This allows for a
more concrete understanding of their environment but also gives
youth the opportunity to discuss their challenges relating to school
and other areas (e.g. substance use and mental health).

5. Identify strengths of schools that are able
to strive in Paterson, NJ
Through our research, we identified 4 schools (Charles J. Riley
School 9, Paterson Charter School for Science/technology,
College Achieve Paterson Charter School, Roberto Clemente
Elementary). Despite residing in a low opportunity zone, had low
rates of student absenteeism and higher English, math, and science
test scores.
The Paterson Prevention Project aims to work directly with the
Paterson School District and other youth serving organizations to
identify protective factors that are present within the school, that can
be duplicated in other schools in Paterson, NJ.
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Visit Our Page
www.oparalab.org

Contact Us

patersonprevention@gmail.com

Follow Us on Social Media!

@thesashlab

@patersonpreventionproject
@thesashlab
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