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Introduction

Decades of research have established the importance of stud-
ying development within context, often utilizing ecological 
and bioecological systems theories (Bronfenbrenner 1979; 
Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Within these frameworks, 
most research focuses on developmental influences at the 
level of the microsystem (i.e., one’s immediate settings 
with which he/she has frequent face-to-face interactions). 
School and neighborhood microsystems may have particu-
larly important implications for adolescent development as 
social contexts outside of the family and home gain influence 
during the transition out of childhood. Adolescents spend the 
majority of their days interacting with peers and adults out-
side their homes, relative to younger children and adults, and 
consequently, their relationships shift from being centered 
on families to peers and institutions (Boardman and Saint 
Onge 2005). During this period, adolescents also experi-
ence increased autonomy and more mobility to engage with 
their schools and neighborhoods when and how they wish 
(Zimmer-Gembeck and Collins 2003).

Although many researchers utilize Bronfenbrenner’s 
framework to understand the independent influence of school 
and neighborhood microsystems on adolescent development 
(see Cohen et al. 2009; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000, 
2003; Sampson et al. 2002; Sawicki and Flynn 1996; Thapa 
et al. 2013; Weinstein 1979 for reviews), it is much less 
common to examine the combined and intersecting influence 
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of schools and neighborhoods, and how such mesosystems 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979) influence development. Bronfenbren-
ner defines the mesosystem as the interface between two 
or more settings in which a child is embedded and states 
that the mesosystem can be “as decisive for development as 
the events taking place within a given setting” (1979, p. 3). 
This article conceptualizes the mesosystem as the interac-
tional (i.e., moderation) and causal (i.e., mediation) relations 
between school and neighborhood contexts.

The lack of understanding regarding how these inter-
sectional influences impact adolescents severely inhibits 
the understanding of contextual impacts on development; 
there is strong methodological, conceptual, and public 
policy justification for studying the mesosystem rather than 
solely focusing on isolated microsystems. In this article, 
theory regarding schools and neighborhoods is advanced to 
establish a conceptual framework for school–neighborhood 
mesosystemic influences on adolescent development. Addi-
tionally, this article presents a narrative review of existing 
scholarship within this theoretical framework to highlight its 
utility and set an agenda for future research.

Relevance of the School–Neighborhood Mesosystem: 
Theory and Research Methods

Understanding the school–neighborhood mesosystem is 
important from a theoretical and methodological perspec-
tive, although limited research has considered both contexts 
simultaneously and interactively. Brazil (2016) suggests that 
this is due to the lack of a unifying theoretical framework 
that captures both school- and neighborhood-effects. He 
advances an ecological framework of neighborhood and 
school effects that addresses the four levels of Bronfenbren-
ner’s (1979) nested ecological system. Specifically, Brazil 
describes the microsystem as the direct, independent effects 
of schools and neighborhoods on child and adolescent devel-
opment, the mesosystem as the direct and indirect interac-
tions between schools and neighborhoods, the exosystem as 
linkages between school and neighborhood characteristics 
that may not directly involve the individual (e.g., regional 
unemployment), and the macrosystem as the societal norms 
that may influence how children and adolescents perceive 
the information from their environments. Brazil’s work 
begins to provide an important illustration of the ecological 
framework applied to the school–neighborhood mesosystem; 
however, more work is needed to explicate precisely how 
each level of the ecological model operates. To address this 
gap, the present article aims to enhance the theoretical con-
ceptualization of the mesosystem specifically.

In addition to his theoretical contribution, Brazil 
(2016) provides important methodological justification 
for jointly considering the school and neighborhood mes-
osystem. Specifically, studies that ignore one context or 

another may over-estimate the effects of the context that 
they do include, and violate the independence assumption 
required for regression analyses. Studies that only include 
one type of context implicitly assume that adolescents are 
only influenced by the context that is being examined, that 
variation in the outcome is not explained by the excluded 
context, or that the two contexts vary as a direct function 
of one another (Arum 2000; Brazil 2016). Brazil compares 
a model that independently tests the impacts of school 
and neighborhood characteristics on development to a 
model that includes both simultaneously, and finds that 
the strength of the effect of each context decreases signifi-
cantly when both are considered.

Despite the theoretical and methodological importance 
of studying the school–neighborhood mesosystem, limited 
empirical research has done so (Brazil 2016; Leventhal and 
Brooks-Gunn 2000). Some studies apply neighborhood 
theory to school contexts to understand whether similar 
mechanisms occur in both contexts but do not explore them 
simultaneously (e.g., Lindstrom Johnson et al. 2017). Others 
investigate linkages between school and neighborhood con-
texts without examining developmental outcomes (e.g., Kirk 
2006; Ong and Rickles 2013; Shumow and Lomax 2001). 
The majority of studies that do include school and neighbor-
hood contexts in the same model consider the relative impact 
of one microsystem in comparison to the other but not their 
mesosystemic (e.g., interacting) influences (e.g., Benben-
ishty and Astor 2005; Welsh et al. 1999; White et al. 2017b; 
see; Johnson 2012 for a review). Although accounting for 
both school and neighborhood factors in a single statistical 
model can limit misspecification caused by overestimating 
the effects of one context (Brazil 2016), these models do not 
account for the intersection between school and neighbor-
hood characteristics or explore specific mechanisms through 
which the neighborhood and school influence one another.

Finally, the research that has examined the school–neigh-
borhood mesosystem has primarily looked at the impact of 
structural variables, such as racial and socio-economic seg-
regation (e.g., Ong and Rickles 2013; Owen et al. 2016), and 
not investigated process variables. While structural charac-
teristics within a microsystem, such as a school and neigh-
borhood, may set constraints or affordances available within 
a setting, they are unable to describe whether or how indi-
viduals utilize or interact with those resources (White et al. 
2016a). Proximal processes, the continuous and constantly 
evolving interactions that individuals have with people, sym-
bols, and objects in their environment (Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris 2006), often mediate the impact of structural charac-
teristics on developmental outcomes (Bradshaw et al. 2009; 
Tseng and Seidman 2007). Supporting the critical nature of 
these variables, Bronfenbrenner defines development as the 
result of proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 
2006).
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In addition to the limitations of studying structural char-
acteristics in any given microsystem, focusing on structural 
characteristics within the school–neighborhood mesosystem 
presents additional challenges. Primarily, examining struc-
tural characteristics of each entity assumes that adolescents 
consider structurally defined neighborhood boundaries (e.g., 
census tracks) to be their primary residential areas or that 
students actually go to school in those areas. Additionally, 
schools draw from various neighborhoods; the distinct but 
often overlapping geographical boundaries of these two enti-
ties makes it difficult to define and measure the structural 
attributes of each context. Therefore, when studying meso-
systemic influences on adolescent development, it is espe-
cially important to consider process variables, captured by 
assessing adolescents’ phenomenological experiences in the 
spaces that they define as their schools and neighborhoods.

The Role of Public Policy in the School–Neighborhood 
Mesosystem

Further theoretical and empirical work on the school–neigh-
borhood mesosystem is also justified by public policies 
that intentionally address this mesosystem (see Table 1 for 
descriptions of exemplar polices). These polices demonstrate 
the potential for bidirectional effects between research and 
policy. Researchers could use policies as a base for develop-
ing research questions and designs and policy makers could 
have additional scientific information to further develop 
legislation. Two poignant examples are low-income hous-
ing policies and school choice policies. Policies in both of 
these domains are premised on interconnections between the 
financial resources of schools and neighborhoods (Bayon 
et  al. 2006; Brunner and Sonstelie 2003; Godwin and 
Kemerer 2002).

Overwhelmingly, schools in the US with low concentra-
tions of students in poverty outperform those with high con-
centrations of students in poverty (Aud et al. 2010; Reardon 
2011). One of the goals of school choice1 and housing poli-
cies has been to disrupt the link between under-resourced 
neighborhoods and under-resourced schools to reduce this 
cumulative disadvantage. School choice policies attempt to 
increase families’ educational options by removing barri-
ers or providing incentives to choose schools outside of the 
adolescent’s geographically assigned institution. This occurs 

through distributing public funds to families by providing 
tax credits and deductions for private education tuition or 
scholarship contributions, supporting charter, magnet, for-
profit, or online schools, or encouraging inter/intra-district 
public school choice. Similarly, housing policies seek to 
increase low-income families’ residential options, provid-
ing them not only with improved housing conditions but also 
with increased access to resources clustered within higher 
income neighborhoods, including higher quality schools. 
Some examples are inclusionary zoning policies, whereby 
developers receive incentives to produce affordable housing 
within market rate developments, and voucher programs, 
where low-income families are provided subsidies to afford 
higher quality housing.

These policies can alter adolescents’ mesosystems and 
thus impact how adolescents engage with their schools and 
neighborhoods. Researchers need to consider these policies 
when studying development in context (both within and out-
side of the policy context). For example, as school choice 
increases in popularity, it may be less likely that adolescents 
are attending their local schools with neighboring peers. 
Accordingly, their mesosystems may be less defined by their 
neighborhoods and the schools within them. Thus, school 
choice policies call for researchers to examine mesosystems 
based on the neighborhoods in which adolescents live and 
the schools that they attend rather than neighborhoods in 
which adolescents’ schools are located (e.g., Brazil 2016; 
Kirk 2009).

School choice and residential housing policies also raise 
questions about variables that should be studied within the 
mesosystem. Currently, there is minimal understanding of 
the quality of relationships, perceived safety and support, 
experiences of discrimination or inclusiveness, or other psy-
chologically-salient processes that adolescents may experi-
ence in these settings. For example, it is assumed that mov-
ing low-income families and adolescents into more resourced 
settings will improve outcomes. However, researchers have 
not assessed how students experience and perceive these 
more resourced educational settings compared to their more 
advantaged peers. Assessing the phenomenological experi-
ences of adolescents in their school–neighborhood mesosys-
tems may explain some of the null or iatrogenic effects found 
in evaluations of school choice and housing policies (Cowen 
et al. 2013; Sanbonmatsu et al. 2011). Assessing variables 
other than financial resources, particularly those that capture 
adolescents’ proximal processes in their environments, may 
also enhance understanding of developmental trajectories 
across a range of outcomes.

Critics have called for greater bidirectional impact 
between research and policy (Bogenschneider 2014). Bet-
ter research and understanding of the school–neighborhood 
mesosystem can inform better public policy. Conversely, 
the needs of policy makers to positively impact contexts 

1 It is important to note that although the reduction of achievement 
gaps between low- and high- income students has been purported 
as one of the goals of school choice, there are many other goals 
that these policies intend to achieve. More generally, school choice 
intends to provide families, regardless of background, the option to 
choose an educational environment that they believe best suits their 
child’s needs, based on religion, affinity toward a certain academic 
subject, or special needs.
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that shape adolescent development can provide impetus for 
theory and empirical advances.

The Current Review

Given the importance of school–neighborhood mesosystems 
conceptually and its relevance for policy, this article offers 
a narrative review of the current state of research regarding 
this mesosystem and advances a theoretical framework for 
understanding the relevant interface between schools and 
neighborhood microsystems. Previous studies that have 
explored the phenomenological experiences of adolescents 
in their school–neighborhood mesosystem have done so 
without drawing from or advancing theory. By proposing a 
theoretical framework, the current review supports integra-
tion across studies and findings and advances the science 
of the school–neighborhood mesosystem to guide future 
scholarship. To facilitate this narrative review, two existing 
mesosystemic frameworks were adapted. Specifically, Roche 
and Leventhal (2009) and Noah (2015) have advanced con-
ceptual frameworks for understanding how neighborhood 
and family microsystems can intersect.

Existing neighborhood-family frameworks outline mod-
erational and mediational mechanisms through which the 
two microsystems may relate to impact developmental out-
comes. Roche and Leventhal (2009) describe three mecha-
nisms by which neighborhood characteristics and processes 
moderate family characteristics and processes to influence 
adolescent development; Noah (2015) extends these pat-
terns to characterize the family as the moderator. Two of 
the three moderations that Roche and Leventhal (2009) 
propose implicate effective family processes as the main 
predictors of developmental outcomes, whereas the third 
describes variability in ineffective family processes. The 
authors then describe whether these family processes are 
stronger predictors of development for adolescents in advan-
taged neighborhoods or disadvantaged neighborhoods. They 
delineate three patterns of moderation: (1) amplified advan-
tages, where effective family practices more strongly relate 
to adaptive outcomes for adolescents in advantaged neigh-
borhoods; (2) family compensatory effects, where effective 
family practices more strongly relate to adaptive outcomes 
for adolescents in disadvantaged neighborhoods; and (3) 
amplified disadvantages, where ineffective family practices 
more strongly relate to detrimental outcomes for adolescents 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Additionally, Noah (2015) 
proposes mediational pathways whereby one microsystem 
explains the associations between the other microsystem and 
the outcome. These pathways are adapted to advance a single 
mediational model for the school–neighborhood mesosys-
tem: the mesosystemic mediation model.

Adapting the theoretical framework outlined by Noah 
(2015) and Roche and Leventhal (2009) allows us to develop 
a framework that meaningfully organizes the current litera-
ture regarding school–neighborhood mesosystems, con-
tributes to deeper meaning making and integration of these 
previous findings, and presents gaps in the knowledge base 
regarding this mesosystem prime for future research. Con-
sistent with the bioecological model’s emphasis on phenom-
enological perspectives, this review is focused on those stud-
ies that examined individuals’ experiences and processes in 
schools and neighborhoods, rather than focusing on entity-
level (e.g., school or neighborhood level) structural charac-
teristics (e.g., neighborhood poverty rates). The review is 
also limited to examining process variables within an ado-
lescent’s perceived neighborhood, as opposed to an admin-
istratively defined area (e.g., census track), and the school 
that he/she attends, as opposed to the neighborhood within 
which a school is located. This manuscript emphasizes the 
importance of considering an individual’s lived experiences 
in his/her unique school–neighborhood mesosystem.

Each moderating and mediating mechanism is explained 
and any studies examining the school–neighborhood meso-
system that are illustrative of that mechanism are described, 
maintaining a focus on process variables at the individual 
level. However, because literature on the school–neighbor-
hood mesosystem is limited, there are some mechanisms 
that lack prior research. In these cases, potential scenarios 
in which the mechanism might occur are hypothesized, 
thus highlighting directions for future research. Similarly, 
in cases when only research examining structural or entity-
level variables is available for a particular mechanism, the 
article extrapolates to how the mechanism might apply to 
an individual’s phenomenological experiences within his/
her school and neighborhood.

Research on neighborhood and school microsystems 
highlights a wide variety of contextual processes that can 
affect adolescent development. To facilitate meaning-
making across these process variables, the current review 
is focused less on the specific school or neighborhood 
processes operationalized in any given empirical investi-
gation and more on broader processes and constructs that 
are important for understanding adolescent development. 
Specifically, adolescent development is supported in envi-
ronments that provide connection (i.e., consistent, positive 
emotional bonds with others), regulation (e.g., fair and con-
sistent limits on behavior), and support for autonomy (ability 
to develop and value independent thoughts, emotions, and 
a sense of identity; Barber and Olsen 1997; Eccles et al. 
1997). Consistent with this view, supportive neighborhoods 
are characterized by effective social organization, including 
formal and informal networks between parents and shared 
sets of expectations between families, facilitating relation-
ships outside the home and contributing to a safe residential 
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environment (Sampson 1992; Sampson et al. 1997). Simi-
larly consistent with this perspective, supportive school con-
texts are characterized as positive school climate, encom-
passing engagement (e.g., relationships, participation), 
safety (emotional safety, physical safety), and environment 
(discipline, physical environment), which “shapes interac-
tions between students, teachers, administrators, and staff 
and sets parameters of acceptable behaviors and norms for 
the school” (Bradshaw et al. 2014, p. 594). Thus, the term 
“advantaged” environments is used when the specific con-
structs examined in the reviewed literature were develop-
mentally supportive, whereas “disadvantaged” environments 
is used when the specific constructs examined were develop-
mentally inhibitive. More specific processes (e.g., sense of 
neighborhood safety, instead of advantaged neighborhood) 
are used when hypothetical scenarios are provided, in order 
to enhance clarity.

Moderation: Amplified Advantages Mechanism

One way that the school–neighborhood mesosystem can 
influence adolescent development is through an amplified 
advantages mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 2009). This 
mechanism suggests that the advantageous characteristics of 
one setting will have a stronger positive impact on those who 

already experience the benefits of advantage in another set-
ting. In other words, an advantaged school will be especially 
impactful for those who live in advantaged neighborhoods 
(or vice versa; Fig. 1a, b). That is, the benefits of supportive 
school processes for adolescent development will be ampli-
fied when neighborhood processes are also supportive.

Three studies have found support for the amplified advan-
tages mechanism of school–neighborhood mesosystemic 
influences on adolescent development. One conceptualized 
the school as the moderator (i.e., the influence of neighbor-
hood context varying based on different levels of a school 
characteristic) and the others utilized the neighborhood 
as the moderator (i.e., influence of school context varying 
based on different levels of a neighborhood characteristics). 
Hopson, Schiller, and Lawson (2014) found that the benefits 
of advantageous neighborhood processes (i.e., neighborhood 
support) for adolescents’ grades were amplified when ado-
lescents also experienced advantageous school processes 
(i.e., school safety). Kirk (2009) found that advantageous 
school processes reduced the likelihood of arrest for adoles-
cents who also lived in advantaged neighborhoods. Finally, 
in an examination of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
in Gambian adolescents, O’Donnell et al. (2011) found that 
the association between an advantaged school environments 
(i.e., positive school climate) and lower PTSD was stronger 
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Fig. 1  a Amplified advantages mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 
2009) with neighborhood as the moderator, using example from Kirk 
(2009). Solid line refers to socially organized  neighborhoods, dot-
ted line refers to socially disorganized neighborhoods. b Amplified 
advantages mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 2009) with school as 
the moderator, using example from Hopson et  al. (2014). Solid line 

refers to safe schools, dotted line refers to unsafe schools. c Amplified 
advantages mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 2009) combined with 
effect of relative deprivation with neighborhood as the moderator, 
using hypothetical example. Solid line refers to high social cohesion 
neighborhoods, dotted line refers to low social cohesion neighbor-
hoods
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for high school students who experienced less disadvantage 
(i.e., higher safety) in their neighborhoods. These stud-
ies demonstrate that school–neighborhood mesosystemic 
effects can manifest as amplified advantages: advantageous 
experiences in one microsystem may be especially benefi-
cial for adolescents who experience advantage in another 
microsystem.

One nuance to consider within the amplified advantages 
mechanism is what the advantageous characteristic of one 
setting means for those who experience disadvantage in 
the other environment. Whereas this mechanism outlines 
that adolescents who experience advantage in one setting 
will benefit more from advantage in another setting, Roche 
and Leventhal (2009) and Noah (2015) give no attention 
to the consequences of an advantage for those who experi-
ence disadvantage in another context, within this mecha-
nism. For example, if an advantaged school is particularly 
beneficial for those who live in advantaged neighborhoods, 
what do these supportive school processes imply for those 
coming from disadvantaged neighborhoods (or vice versa)? 
While adolescents with advantage in two microsystems are 
experiencing enhanced benefits, what are adolescents with 
advantage in only one setting experiencing? Adolescents 
with disadvantages in one microsystem and advantages in 
the other could demonstrate either neutral (Fig. 1a) or detri-
mental (Fig. 1c) outcomes within the amplified advantages 
mechanism.

It is important to consider the possibility that “support-
ive” characteristics in one setting may not be supportive 
for those who experience disadvantage in another setting. 
Relative deprivation theory (also known as the “frog pond 
effect”; Crosnoe 2009) suggests that behavior is partially 
determined by individuals’ comparisons of their own compe-
tencies and skills to those around them (Davis 1966; Meyer 
1970; Nieuwenhuis et al. 2017). Accordingly, it is possible 
that adolescents from more disadvantaged neighborhoods 
may struggle in more advantaged school contexts due to 
their perceptions of their abilities and status relative to their 
more advantaged classmates (Crosnoe 2009; Jencks and 
Mayer 1990; Owens 2010).

Although the majority of studies examining relative 
deprivation examine entity-level structural variables (e.g., 
school and neighborhood financial resources; Owens 2010; 
Nieuwenhuis et al. 2017), it is possible to apply this con-
cept to individual phenomenological process variables that 
adolescents experience in schools and neighborhoods. This 
may occur via negative competition, whereby students think 
they cannot compete against those with more resources and 
lower their goals and expectations for achievement accord-
ingly. For example, adolescents from disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods who attend advantaged schools may compare 
their ability to build relationships with their teachers with 
that of their classmates from neighborhoods that are also 

advantaged. These neighborhoods may provide models and 
expectations for how to build supportive relationships with 
adults on a regular basis. Even if their relationships with 
their teachers are objectively more supportive than those of 
their neighbors who attend schools with lower quality teach-
ing, they may perceive that their relationships are not at the 
level of their peers, and may disengage from the norms and 
expectations of the school. In this case, the consequence of 
amplified advantages (warm student–teacher relationships 
benefitting students in organized neighborhoods) could 
combine with effect of relative deprivation and result in the 
opposite (warm student–teacher relationships negatively 
impacting those from disorganized neighborhoods; Fig. 1c).

Moderation: Compensatory Effects Mechanism

The compensatory effects mechanism suggests that advanta-
geous characteristics of one setting will have a stronger influ-
ence on those experiencing disadvantages in another setting. 
In other words, advantageous school processes will be espe-
cially beneficial for those who experience disadvantageous 
processes in their neighborhoods (or vice versa; Fig. 2a, b). 
In other words, the advantages in one microsystem can com-
pensate for disadvantages in the other microsystem.

Two studies found support for compensatory effects with 
regard to the school–neighborhood mesosystem. Kirk (2009) 
found that advantageous school processes (i.e., effective 
school social organization) reduced the likelihood of sus-
pension, especially in the absence of advantageous neighbor-
hood processes (i.e., effective neighborhood social organi-
zation). Similarly, O’Donnell et al. (2011) found that an 
advantageous school climate was particularly important for 
reducing PTSD for students in more disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods. These studies suggest that advantaged school 
environments can buffer, or compensate, the impact of a 
disadvantaged neighborhood. These results reflect studies of 
resiliency that explore how adolescents exposed to high lev-
els of stress or risk in their environments cope, recover, and 
exhibit successful development trajectories (Jain et al. 2012; 
Luthar 1993; Aisenberg and Herrenkhol 2008). Adolescents 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods may be particularly sensi-
tive to advantaged schooling environments, whereas those in 
advantaged neighborhoods may already be thriving in opti-
mal developmental conditions, and could be less impacted 
by advantages in their school.

Both Kirk (2009) and O’Donnell et al. (2011) conceptual-
ized the school as the microsystem that promotes adaptive 
outcomes in the face of neighborhood risk, but neighbor-
hoods could also serve as a buffering context in the face 
of school disadvantage (Fig. 2b). For example, neighbor-
hood organization may be particularly important for ado-
lescents who do not experience connectedness their schools. 
Research has shown that a sense of connection is associated 
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with higher grades (Goodenow and Grady 1993), lower lev-
els of delinquency (Demanet and Van Houte 2011; Napoli 
et al. 2003), decreased likelihood of school drop-out (Finn 
1989), and improved socio-emotional functioning (Ander-
man 2002; Resnick et al. 1997). Adolescents who do not 
perceive this in their school may experience depression, 
reduced optimism, and social rejection (Anderman 2002), 
and may be especially sensitive to experiences of neighbor-
hood support, where they can build meaningful relationships 
(White et al. 2017a, b). This may be particularly impactful 
for minority and other underrepresented adolescents, who 
may experience discrimination in diverse school environ-
ments (Seaton and Yip 2009), but feel greater support in 
their neighborhoods where their background, perspective, 
and contribution is either better represented or more valued.

It is important to note that both Kirk (2009) and 
O’Donnell et al. (2011) found support for both the com-
pensatory effects and amplified advantages mechanisms. 
Together, these studies demonstrate that different scenarios 
may occur based on the specific predictors or outcomes in 
question. Kirk (2009) posits that the direction of the moder-
ating effect (compensatory or amplified) may be impacted 
by whether the outcome behavior takes place within or out-
side the school (e.g., suspension vs. arrest). O’Donnell et al. 
(2011) argue that perhaps the severity of the threat (e.g., 
witnessing violence vs. victimization) impacts whether an 
adolescent will be able to benefit from supportive school 
processes. These nuances are worthy of consideration when 
conceptualizing research hypotheses or developing school 
or neighborhood interventions, programs, or policies. It 
is important to understand which adolescents might be 
expected to benefit most from enhancements made in one 
environment, dependent partially on the characteristics of 
other environments in which they are developing. A school 
intervention expected to enhance outcomes for “at-risk” ado-
lescents might in fact continue to expand the gap between 

them and their more advantaged classmates if consideration 
is not given to the conditions that might not allow the “at-
risk” group to benefit from the intervention.

Moderation: Amplified Disadvantages Mechanism

The amplified disadvantages mechanism suggests that disad-
vantageous characteristics of one setting will have a stronger 
influence on those already experiencing disadvantages in 
another setting. In other words, disadvantageous school 
processes will be particularly harmful for those who also 
experience disadvantageous neighborhood processes (or vice 
versa; Fig. 3a, b).

Although no studies have explored amplified disadvan-
tages within the school–neighborhood mesosystem with 
adolescents, one study has examined the amplified disadvan-
tages mechanism utilizing entity-level structural variables 
with elementary school students (Whipple et al. 2010). This 
study found that the higher levels of school disadvantage 
negatively predicted the percentage of students meeting aca-
demic standards in the school for schools located in moder-
ately disadvantaged neighborhoods, but did not predict aca-
demic performance for students from neighborhoods with 
low levels of disadvantage. Overall, there is a lack of empiri-
cal support for the pervasive public rhetoric regarding the 
linkages between “bad” neighborhoods and “bad” schools, 
and the presumed consequences of these environments for 
children and adolescents (e.g., Semuels 2016).

Despite minimal evidence, it is possible to theorize about 
the amplified disadvantages of the combined experiences 
of school and neighborhood adversity. Consistent with the 
findings of Whipple et al. (2010), it would be expected that 
adolescents who experience higher disadvantage in multiple 
contexts would be at a particular risk for school failure or 
decreased socio-emotional well-being. For example, ado-
lescents who perceive their neighborhoods and schools to 
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Fig. 2  a Compensatory effects mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 
2009) with neighborhood as the moderator, using example from Kirk 
(2009). Solid line refers to socially organized neighborhoods, dotted 
line refers to socially disorganized neighborhoods. b Compensatory 

effects mechanism with school as the moderator (Roche and Lev-
enthal 2009), using hypothetical example. Solid line refers to high 
connectedness  in school, dotted line refers to low connectedness in 
school
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be characterized by high levels of violence may at risk for 
victimization and/or developing aggressive behaviors. In 
violent neighborhoods, adolescents may develop feelings of 
hopelessness which are amplified without supportive social 
networks and role models in the neighborhood and at school 
(Bolland 2003; Stoddard et al. 2011). Within the school 
environment, perceived discrimination may be particularly 
harmful for those who also lack supportive neighborhood 
relationships.

Moderation: Contextual Adaptation Mechanism

The fourth and final moderation mechanism has received 
limited attention in the family–neighborhood literature, and 
none with regard to the school–neighborhood mesosystem. 
It is a direct converse to the amplified disadvantages mecha-
nism. It suggests that disadvantageous characteristics of one 
setting may actually have more harmful impacts for adoles-
cents who experience advantages in another setting, and/or 
have beneficial effects on those who experience disadvan-
tage in the other setting (White et al. 2015, 2016b; Fig. 4a, 

b). In the context of the school–neighborhood mesosystem, 
neighborhood disadvantage would not be particularly det-
rimental (and may even be beneficial) for adolescents who 
also experience school disadvantage, but instead would 
cause greater harm to those in advantaged schools. Alterna-
tively, school disadvantage would have the greatest negative 
impact on those in advantaged neighborhoods.

For example, adolescents who experience high levels of 
neighborhood disadvantage may develop coping mecha-
nisms that buffer the consequences of school disadvantage. 
Accordingly, school disadvantage could have stronger nega-
tive effects on those who come from relatively advantaged 
neighborhoods because these adolescents are less capable 
of successfully navigating disadvantaged environments. In 
other words, the incremental impact of exposure to disad-
vantage at school may be greater for adolescents who have 
not been exposed to disadvantage in their neighborhood. 
Some literature supports the notion that adolescents who 
come from violent neighborhoods may feel relatively safe 
in their schools, even in schools characterized by high vio-
lence (Noguera 1995). This feeling of being safe can buffer 
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Fig. 3  a Amplified disadvantages mechanism (Roche and Leventhal 
2009) with neighborhood as the moderator, using hypothetical exam-
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the negative psychological and behavioral impacts of risk. 
Adolescents who experience high levels of violence may 
attach different meaning to aggression and violence, and be 
less affected by any additional exposure. Additionally, these 
adolescents may have learned how to successfully resist peer 
pressure to be involved in gangs or drugs from their neigh-
borhood context, and are less impacted by those activities 
at school. Brooms (2015) suggests that adolescents from 
disadvantaged neighborhoods may see school as their pri-
mary way out of their communities, and develop motivation 
to remain engaged and successful in school. These students 
may be successful in school, regardless of school advantage, 
whereas students who do not experience as much neighbor-
hood disadvantage may not be as successful in disadvan-
taged schools.

Mediation: Mesosystemic Mediation Mechanism

The mesosystemic mediation mechanism suggests the influ-
ence of one microsystem on adolescent development will be 
explained at least partially, by processes occurring in another 
microsystem. School characteristics could directly impact 
neighborhood characteristics, or neighborhood characteris-
tics could directly impact school characteristics, as expe-
rienced by the adolescent, and, in turn, predict outcomes. 
Additionally, in this mechanism, the characteristics of the 
exogenous and mediating settings could be considered devel-
opmental stressors or promotors (Fig. 5a, b).

No work to our knowledge has tested the mesosystemic 
mediation mechanism pertaining to the school–neighbor-
hood mesosystem. Two previous studies have examined 
how neighborhood process variables predict school process 
variables, but these studies did not test impacts on develop-
mental outcomes (Kirk 2006; Shumow and Lomax 2001). 
Three studies have tested whether the contribution of neigh-
borhood effects on development is nullified when school 
effects on development are also taken into account, but they 

do not assess the relation between school and neighbor-
hood contexts (Ainsworth 2002; Rendón 2014; Sykes and 
Musterd 2011). Previous research has studied how school 
and neighborhood settings influence one another as entities, 
examining the interconnectedness of school and neighbor-
hood resources (Owens et al. 2016), the relation between 
school and neighborhood demographic characteristics (Ong 
and Rickles 2013), and the influence that the neighborhood 
can have on school policies through the school board (Arum 
2000; Elmore 2000) or taxes, bonds, and overrides (Baker 
et al. 2015; Kane et al. 2006). However, none of these stud-
ies examined how the experiences an adolescent has in one 
context might directly impact the experiences he/she has in 
another to impact his/her development.

Conceptually, microsystems support sets of demands and 
affordances that signal and facilitate competencies needed to 
be successful in each (e.g., school competencies; neighbor-
hood competencies; Fuller and García Coll 2010). From the 
mesosystemic mediation perspective, adolescents’ opportu-
nities to learn and practice competencies in one microsys-
tem may transfer (Greeno 1998) to other microsystems. For 
example, adolescents’ opportunities to access meaningful 
non-parental adult relationships in their neighborhoods 
may shape what skills and expectations they bring to stu-
dent–teacher relationships. Highly organized neighborhoods 
may provide opportunities for adolescents to have meaning-
ful interactions with non-parental adults (Hurd et al. 2013), 
providing models for what non-parental adults may be able 
to provide in terms of guidance and safety in other settings. 
These adolescents, in turn, may be more likely to develop 
the skills and desire to build meaningful relationships with 
teachers or other school personnel. On the other hand, in 
neighborhoods characterized by high disorganization, par-
ents may socialize their children to avoid extra-familial com-
munity members (Furstenberg et al. 1993), often for safety 
concerns. In turn, the adolescents may be wary of adults 
in school settings and reluctant to warm up to teachers. 

Fig. 5  a Mesosystemic media-
tion model with school as the 
mediator, using hypothetical 
example. b Mesosystemic 
mediation model with neighbor-
hood as the mediator, using 
hypothetical example
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Because building relationships have important implica-
tions for adolescents’ academic and socio-emotional out-
comes (Crosnoe et al. 2004; Hallinan 2008; Muller 2001), 
opportunities to develop these skills in one microsystem 
may have mesosystemic implications for similar skillsets in 
other microsystems.

Similarly, skills that adolescents learn in school can have 
a positive function in their neighborhood settings. Although 
participating in a one-time neighborhood activity would not 
constitute a proximal process, adolescents may be encour-
aged in classes or extracurricular activities they join at 
school to become consistently involved with neighborhood 
activities. In this way, involvement in school-based activi-
ties may give adolescents opportunities to build organiza-
tion and leadership skills that can be effectively translated to 
extra-school, including neighborhood, settings. There may 
be opportunities to engage with neighborhood leadership 
groups, community service events, athletic teams, or theater, 
art, or other creative projects. Such involvement can enhance 
students’ sense of belonging, provide further opportunities 
for skill and relationship building, and enhance their life sat-
isfaction, hopefulness, and motivation (Busseri et al. 2006; 
Ludden 2011; Mahoney et al. 2005). Adolescents’ involve-
ment in community activities can also have positive impacts 
on the neighborhood itself by enhancing intergenerational 
contact and collective efficacy (Kaplan 1997).

Although it is possible for both the neighborhood and 
school microsystem to serve as the mediating variable in 
this model, it is important to conceptualize in which cir-
cumstances it would be expected that school contexts would 
mediate the effects of neighborhood processes on develop-
ment and in which circumstances neighborhood contexts 
would be expected to mediate the effects of school processes 
on development. Often, it is presumed that the more distal 
variable would serve as the predictor, which would impact 
a more proximal variable, and in turn impact adolescent 
outcomes. For example, in the environmental stress model 
proposed in the family–neighborhood mesosystem literature 
(Noah 2015), the neighborhood, the more distal microsystem 
to the developing adolescent, is conceptualized as the pre-
dictor, with the more proximal family context considered the 
mediator. However, within the school–neighborhood meso-
system, it is less clear which context is more distal, particu-
larly in adolescence. Earlier in development (e.g., middle 
childhood) the school may be more proximal as students 
have more personal interactions there, but during adoles-
cence, when individuals are engaging more independently 
with neighborhood processes (White et al. 2016a), it would 
be difficult to discern whether the school or neighborhood is 
more proximal. It is likely that each context could serve as 
both the predictor and mediating variable, based on the par-
ticular process or developmental outcome of focus. Perhaps, 
for developmental outcomes that are particularly germane 

to success in school, the neighborhood would be concep-
tualized as the predictor and school processes as the more 
proximal mediator, whereas for extra-academic outcomes, 
the neighborhood is likely the proximal mediating context.

Discussion

Although it is well established that schools and neighbor-
hoods are important contexts for adolescent development 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Cohen et al. 2009; Sampson et al. 
2002), limited empirical or theoretical work has been 
devoted to understanding the intersection of these two con-
texts, the school–neighborhood mesosystem. Despite the 
importance of the school–neighborhood mesosystem from 
a conceptual, methodological, and public policy standpoint 
(Arum 2000; Brazil 2016; Godwin and Kemerer 2002; Kirk 
2009), there is a need for a deeper exploration of how these 
two contexts may intersect with one another (e.g., through 
mediational or moderational mechanisms) to impact devel-
opmental outcomes. This is important as adolescents are not 
living in isolated microsystems, but instead are required to 
synthesize their experiences across a variety of contexts; the 
experiences they have in one setting may influence the expe-
riences they have in another and/or the way that such experi-
ences affect development. Research focused on understand-
ing contextual influences on development need to consider 
adolescents’ lived realities occurring across many settings.

The purpose of this article was, therefore, to establish a 
theoretical framework for school–neighborhood mesosys-
temic influences on adolescent development, and review 
existing developmental studies in light of this framework. 
This framework was adapted from frameworks utilized 
within the family–neighborhood mesosystem (Noah 2015; 
Roche and Leventhal 2009). The review emphasized the 
importance of exploring adolescents’ phenomenological 
neighborhood and school experiences to capture their proxi-
mal processes within the school–neighborhood mesosystem. 
To date, there have been only minimal attempts to synthesize 
prior literature regarding the school–neighborhood mesosys-
tem and situate this literature within a cohesive theoretical 
framework. This framework, therefore, organizes existing 
studies to help understand the complex interplay between 
two microsystems integral to adolescent development and 
also stimulates future research into these mesosystemic 
mechanisms.

Implications of the Review and Theoretical Framework

This framework does not advance a comprehensive pathway 
to explain the relations among developmental phenomena. 
Instead, the framework presents an overview of potential, 
and sometimes competing, mechanisms that reflect the 
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way that the school and neighborhood contexts may jointly 
impact development. It is unknown at this point which of 
these mechanisms is likely to garner the most evidence; it is 
likely that evidence for each of these mechanisms could arise 
in different scenarios, with different populations of adoles-
cents, examining different characteristics of the school and 
neighborhood context, and evaluating different developmen-
tal outcomes. In the family–neighborhood literature, from 
which portions of the current theoretical framework were 
derived (Noah 2015; Roche and Leventhal 2009), support 
for each of these mechanisms has emerged. With regard to 
the school–neighborhood mesosystem, the limited literature 
reviewed demonstrates somewhat similar levels of support 
for the two mechanisms using promotive contexts as predic-
tors (i.e., amplified advantages and compensatory effects). 
Minimal support was found for the two moderation mecha-
nisms discussing adverse contexts (i.e., amplified disadvan-
tages and contextual adaptation) as well as for mediational 
mechanisms. Researchers have yet to elucidate a comprehen-
sive understanding of the school–neighborhood mesosys-
tem, especially when considering characteristics other than 
financial resources or structural variables. It is expected that 
future research regarding the school–neighborhood mesosys-
tem will find varied results for each of these mechanisms.

The intentional focus on proximal process variables forces 
us to better conceptualize the underlying mechanisms that 
drive developmental change. Instead of relying on demo-
graphic and compositional characteristics of school and 
neighborhood contexts, this approach requires consideration 
of the supports and barriers in contexts that elicit certain 
proximal phenomenological processes that could promote 
or impede positive development. Clearly, there are trade-offs 
to this approach. Data collection procedures for understand-
ing proximal processes may be very resource-intensive and 
prone to bias, particularly with regard to self-report data. At 
the same time, there are challenges in examining structural 
data of contexts as well. Although data collection and analy-
sis could be easily facilitated using administratively defined 
boundaries of an adolescent’s neighborhood and the area in 
which his/her school is located, this may not represent his/
her lived experience. In addition, due to the intersecting and 
overlapping geographies of administrative boundaries, such 
as school catchment zones and census tracts, it would be dif-
ficult to apply administrative, structural data to an individual 
adolescent’s school–neighborhood mesosystem. Due to these 
challenges, it may be necessary to establish overarching 
trends with large-scale structural information (e.g., school 
size, neighborhood composition) and to then unpack these 
in more nuanced (and likely smaller) studies. This approach 
could also contribute to the development of intervention pro-
grams and policies within school and neighborhood settings. 
Whereas national, state, and municipal policies tend to inter-
vene on a structural level, research that carefully considers 

the mechanisms at play within the school–neighborhood 
mesosystem can help develop more nuanced interventions 
and programs within schools and neighborhoods under the 
jurisdiction of more large-scale policies.

Relatedly, this article also provides some insight regard-
ing the intersection between public policy and research. 
When scholars discuss the gap between research and pol-
icy, it is often in terms of how to translate research for law-
makers or administrators; this perspective begins with the 
research, not the policy. However, in order to have a mean-
ingful impact, it is also important for scientists to begin with 
the policy, to better understand the systems and legislative 
constraints within which they are trying to study develop-
mental processes, and perhaps enact change. Understand-
ing how policy influences school and neighborhood contexts 
will allow researchers to be more intentional in designing 
research questions, selecting participants or sites, choosing 
measures, and articulating relevant implications. In addition, 
it is important for policy makers to consider the multiple and 
varied ways that school and neighborhood microsystems can 
intersect, as they continue to draft legislation that impacts 
adolescents’ educational and residential lives. When devel-
oping policy in one sector, it is important to consider how 
characteristics of another sector will affect uptake or effec-
tiveness of that policy. It may be the case that the population 
that the policy is intended to target is actually unaffected 
or detrimentally impacted based on constraints present in 
another context.

Limitations and Future Directions

This article presents a comprehensive framework that will 
stimulate future research into mesosystemic processes that 
impact adolescent development. Empirical study of the 
school–neighborhood mesosystem, to date, is very limited, 
especially with regard to including process variables at the 
individual level. Given the current state of knowledge, four 
limitations to the current review are important to highlight, 
which suggest additional directions for future research 
regarding school–neighborhood mesosystems.

No consideration was given to individual characteris-
tics or characteristics of other microsystems (e.g., family) 
that might shape the way that adolescents experience their 
schools or neighborhoods. These characteristics potentially 
include adolescents’ social identities, personality character-
istics, academic and socio-emotional skills, as well as par-
ents’ socialization practices. All of these might influence the 
way an adolescent interacts with his/her environment and/
or the reactions elicited from his/her environment, which 
in turn shape future interactions and development (Bron-
fenbrenner and Morris 2006). Future research can examine 
the role of individual characteristics in the school–neigh-
borhood mesosystem using moderated mediation, three-way 
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interaction, and person-centered models. The conditions 
under which evidence of each mechanism is likely to be 
exhibited may be shaped by other characteristics of and 
contexts within the ecological and bio-ecological models 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006) 
are beyond the scope of the current article.

Additionally, this review is limited in its ability to speak 
to the importance of macrosystemic influences (e.g., cul-
ture, geo-political trends) because the literature sampled 
for the review are overwhelmingly based on research in the 
US. The policies discussed were also restricted to the US 
context. However, presenting these policies permits read-
ers to understand the institutional structures within which 
adolescents are developing in the US. These policies do not 
provide insight on how students’ experiences in their meso-
system may vary in different societies or nations with dif-
ferent norms or laws. The particular conditions under which 
each may mechanism operate is likely shaped by ideologies, 
social structures, and national histories of those societies.

Relatedly, future research should examine whether this 
framework operates similarly in urban and rural contexts. 
Perceptions of schools and neighborhoods likely differ 
across these settings. In rural areas, schools are more often 
seen as a center of social activity and intergenerational civic 
engagement (Lyson 2002; Peshkin 1978; Schafft and Jack-
son 2010), and therefore may hold particular importance 
for rural adolescents’ development outside of their formal 
learning experiences. Additionally, even though the concept 
of a neighborhood is often associated with an urban environ-
ment, the present focus on phenomenological experiences 
allows for this framework to be applied to adolescents in 
rural contexts as well. More work is needed in neighborhood 
research to better conceptualize what constitutes a neighbor-
hood in rural settings; a promising direction of research is 
understanding how rural residents define their own neigh-
borhoods (De Marco and De Marco 2009). Similarly, identi-
fying unique conceptualizations of the school–neighborhood 
mesosystem across rural and urban adolescents, as well as 
the potentially disparate implications of this mesosystem, is 
an important application of this framework.

Finally, there are methodological concerns to consider 
when conducting research on the school–neighborhood 
mesosystem. In some cases, what is interpreted as a sta-
tistical interaction might actually reflect a ceiling or floor 
effect for certain groups. For example, if evidence consist-
ent with a compensatory effects interaction is found, in 
that a promotive school environment is particularly impor-
tant for the socio-emotional development of adolescents 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods, researchers are likely 
to conclude that school climate is minimally important 
for those in advantaged neighborhoods. However, it may 
actually be the case that the measure of socio-emotional 

competency is unable to capture any incremental nuance 
in the outcome for students in advantaged neighborhoods. 
Having reliable and discriminant measures is essential for 
improving modeling and interpreting mesosystemic mod-
els, particularly interaction effects.

Conclusion

The current article emphasizes that adolescent develop-
ment occurs within and across multiple contexts. This 
article draws attention particularly to the school and 
neighborhood microsystems. It emphasizes the perceived 
boundaries and experiences of adolescents and offers an 
organizing framework for exploring the joint contribu-
tion of school and neighborhood contexts. The traditional 
approach to understanding the effects of school and neigh-
borhood contexts on development has lacked integration, 
with scholars either focusing on one context or the other, 
or sometimes analyzing their relative, but not joint, impact. 
Minimal work has explored how these contexts moderate 
or influence the other’s impact on development. The cur-
rent article presents four ways in which the school and 
neighborhood microsystems may interact to affect ado-
lescent development, focused on exploring how an advan-
taged context may enhance, or a disadvantaged context 
may thwart, developmental processes occurring according 
to the advantages/disadvantages in the other context. We 
also present a meditational mechanism through which pro-
cesses occurring in one context may influence processes 
occurring in the other context which in turn influence ado-
lescent development. Research that ignores one context or 
another is unable to grasp the complexity of these systems. 
This is critical, as without understanding this complexity, 
our knowledge of the lived experiences of adolescents is 
incomplete and our ability to formulate effective interven-
tions or policies is consequently limited.
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