


evaluations of projects working with gang-involved young people should also
bear this in mind.

3.2.3 EDUCATION

‘Education is not just sitting in class and learning books…Careers advice,
looking at possible fields, life lessons and stuff – it’s a really important
thing, really important, for schools to do that. Your life revolves around
school for 10 years of your life. It needs to be a positive experience.’
Anthony, 16, EYLA, speaking to the Working Group

Education is the cornerstone of social mobility. Children and young people
spend a significant proportion of their time in school and it is here that,
especially for those living in dysfunctional family
environments, they should be learning the skills for a
successful future. Unfortunately, for too many young people
in our most disadvantaged communities this is not the case.

The Centre for Social Justice’s volume on Educational
Failure in Breakthrough Britain made a number of
recommendations for transforming the educational
experience of young people trapped in failing schools. The
Working Group fully supports these recommendations
and emphasises in particular the proposal for Pioneer
Schools. Modeled in part on the successful U.S. charter schools, Pioneer
Schools would enable parents and third sector organisations to establish
innovative alternatives to long-term failing schools (for further information
see Breakthrough Britain97).

3.2.3.1 Engaging young people and raising aspirations
Witnesses speaking to the Working Group noted that current classroom
content and teaching techniques often do not engage disadvantaged young
people: young people whose parents are likely to have had a negative
experience of the education system. Witnesses told the Working Group that
expectations of young people in challenging schools are often low or non-
existent, there is little praise or positive feedback and teachers are crowd
controllers rather than teachers. School can, therefore, become a negative
experience: disengaged and with low or no (positive) aspirations, young people
opt out, either switching off in class or truanting.

In addition, it was repeatedly noted that young people from low income and
Black and Minority Ethnic backgrounds rarely see themselves reflected in the
material taught. It was argued that this compounded their feelings of alienation.
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Consideration should therefore be given to how best to reform teaching
methods and class content in Gang Prevention Zones.

One model which might be used by inner city schools to transform
traditional teaching methods is the Freedom Writer techniques developed by
Erin Gruwell in a tough school in Long Beach, California. See Case Study 20
below for information on the Freedom Writers.

Freedom Writer Foundation teaching principles include:

� Making class content relate to the lives of the students being taught – for
example selecting texts with relevant themes and drawing comparisons
with the text and the students’ own lives

� Engaging students by utilising their different learning styles and bringing class
content to life – for example using music, drama, multi-media and journal writing

� Making the classroom a safe learning environment and breaking down
cliques so that all of the students know and work with each other

� Being inclusive and encouraging, regularly providing genuine, positive
feedback and showing belief in each student’s potential

The Working Group recommends that local authorities consider
commissioning the Freedom Writers Foundation to deliver workshops for
school staff in their area.

Raising aspirations
Erin Gruwell also used a diverse selection of outside speakers to engage and
inspire her students. Many of the young people in Ms. Gruwell’s class, like many
of the students attending inner city schools in Britain, had not come into contact
with professionals such as doctors, journalists, lawyers, financiers, actors and
authors. They saw such jobs as unattainable for people like themselves. Through
meeting successful professionals, especially those who had come from similar
backgrounds to their own, their aspirations were raised and their view of school
transformed: the end product of educational achievement became apparent.

The same concept is being used to raise aspirations amongst students in
Pimlico Academy, Westminster. The Academy’s Raising Aspirations Speaker
Programme brings highly successful professionals into the school to talk about
their jobs and their route to them, emphasising that it is a young person’s ability
and commitment rather than their background that will dictate their future
(see case study 21 for further details).

As well as demonstrating the range of career possibilities open to students,
by using senior level professionals –chief executives, directors, managers – the
students feel valued, impressed that someone as busy and successful as a CEO
has taken the time to come and speak at their school.

The Working Group recommends that schools in Gang Prevention Zones
learn from the Pimlico Academy model and introduce a similar programme in
their schools.
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98 Erin Gruwell, The Freedom Writers Diary: How a Teacher and 150 Teens Used Writing to Change
Themselves and the World Around Them (Broadway Books, 2007)

Case Study 20: Erin Gruwell and The Freedom Writers

On a trip to Los Angeles, the Working Group heard from Erin Gruwell, the teacher upon whom the FreedomWriters

film was based.

Ms. Gruwell’s first teaching job was an ‘unteachable’ class in Long Beach (California).The FreedomWriters’ Diary98

records the experiences of the young people Erin taught: childhood sexual and physical abuse, gang membership,

racism, family breakdown, death and prison were all common features in their lives.

Maria Reyes, who also met with the Working Group and was a member of Ms. Gruwell’s class, said:

‘I knew I was going to end up dead or behind bars, or pregnant. Because that was my family [experience].

Everyone in my area ended up dead or in prison or pregnant..Ms Gruwell taught me to think critically and

the Freedom Writers became [a] surrogate family.’

The class that Ms. Gruwell faced in room 203 on her first day as a teacher had been written off by the education

system – she was told that they would not graduate high school. However by uniting the young people in their

common experiences and by listening, respecting, inspiring and expecting she raised their aspirations and every one

of them graduated, most going on to college.

The Freedom Writers’ experience is one, powerful, example of the impact that schools, and in particular

inspirational teachers, can have on changing a child’s life course.

Case Study 21: ‘Raising Aspirations’ Speakers Programme, Pimlico Academy,Westminster

Pimlico opened as an Academy in September 2008. It has nearly 1300 pupils from a diverse range of backgrounds:

two thirds of Pimlico’s pupils come from boroughs other than Westminster, particularly Lambeth and Southwark,

where there are significant gang problems. Over half the pupils are from ethnic minority backgrounds and around a

third qualify for free school meals. As is the case at so many schools serving deprived communities, many of the

pupils do not have contact with non-teacher professionals and their aspirations are often low.

To combat this, the Academy has worked with its sponsor, Future (a charity set up to help young people fulfil

their potential), to develop an extensive speaker programme in which individuals from a wide range of careers visit

the Academy to talk to pupils. Speakers explain what they do and how they came to do it, taking questions from

pupils about the qualifications and skills required and the lessons they have learned along the way. Wherever

possible, the speakers come from a similar background to the pupils at Pimlico.

In only its first term, Pimlico Academy has had more than 30 different speakers visit from fields such as law, investment

banking, journalism,politics and the media,many of whom are Chief Executives or Managing Directors of their organisations.

Jerry Collins, Principal of Pimlico Academy, commented:

‘The Raising Aspirations sessions are a very valuable reinforcement to the work staff do in the classrooms

to encourage pupils to aim high and work hard, allowing pupils to see the rewards that self-belief and effort

can bring in later years to people just like themselves.’



3.2.3.2 Tackling exclusion and truanting
Official exclusion or voluntary withdrawal from school is one of the key drivers
of gang involvement. The Working Group believes that if the above proposals
are implemented, pupil engagement and therefore behaviour will be
significantly improved and thus exclusions and truanting will be fewer.

However, for those young people who remain on the verge of exclusion or
who receive a fixed-term exclusion, the Working Group recommends that

schools in Gang Prevention Zones learn from the model
employed in Ruffwood School, Merseyside (the school has
now merged with other local schools to become Kirkby
Sports College): specialist support for pupils facing
significant behavioural problems and an on-site learning
unit for temporarily excluded young people.

The School is situated in a very deprived, gang-
impacted area of Merseyside. It is a particularly
challenging school: despite recent improvements, in 2007
unauthorised absence was almost three times the national
average, almost half of the pupils entered for their GCSEs

had special educational needs and just 11 per cent of pupils achieved five A*-
C (including English and Maths).99

To improve the educational outcomes for pupils, the school knew it first had
to tackle the behavioural problems of challenging pupils, improve attendance
levels and reduce the number of exclusions. The school introduced several
initiatives to achieve this. These included:

� Restorative justice sessions – facilitated by the Safer Schools Partnership
(SSP) police officer and supported by pastoral staff. Both the perpetrator
and victim have a ‘supporter’ in attendance, usually a parent or carer

� The Alpha Centre – a centre for vulnerable pupils who exhibit certain
behaviours that could put them at risk of exclusion. Over a half-termly
period the pupils spend a number of lessons in the centre focusing on
anger management and the development of their social and emotional
skills. The pupils are encouraged to feel a sense of ownership for the centre
and the environment promotes positive behaviour and mutual respect

� The Calm Room – a therapeutic room for pupils to go to calm down after
an incident. Pastoral staff then work with the pupil, raising the young
person’s awareness of their actions and their consequences

� A Healthy Choices Clinic – the centre provides advice and support
through a comprehensive service provision which includes substance
misuse, smoking cessation and sexual health and houses the school nurse.
Many pupils self-refer, although they can be referred by a member of staff
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� Internal exclusion centre – excluded pupils attend the centre for 25
hours a week enabling them to continue with their class work whilst also
taking part in a programme which addresses their social and emotional
issues

� A multi-agency base – housing external partners including two family
support workers who meet the needs of the school children and their
parents or carers

Julia Gallagher, Lead Behaviour Professional at Kirkby Sports College
(formerly Ruffwood School), told the Working Group that ‘it’s about
implementing preventative, supportive strategies to prevent issues from
escalating’ and that the initiatives have had a ‘positive impact on the school
community’.

3.2.3.3 Outsourcing the provision of alternative education
For young people who have been permanently excluded from their school, the
Working Group recommends that alternatives to Pupil Referral Units (PRUs)
are used.

As highlighted in the Government’s White Paper on alternative education
provision, just one per cent of 15 year olds in PRUs achieve five or more GCSEs
at grades A*- C (or equivalent) and almost 90 per cent fail to achieve five
GCSEs at grades A*- G.100 For the almost nine in ten PRU pupils failing to gain
five GCSEs, their future life chances are significantly reduced.

The Working Group therefore welcomes the White Paper’s proposal to
encourage local authorities and schools to work with voluntary and private
sector providers in the delivery of alternative education.101 The work of third
sector organisations such as the London Boxing Academy and the Lighthouse
Group – both of which currently deliver alternative education programmes –
show that in the right environment, young people with serious behavioural and
emotional issues can learn and achieve.

3.2.3.4 Delivery of Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE) lessons
by third sector organisations
PSHE lessons provide an excellent opportunity in school to address the issue
of gangs. Whilst the Working Group is sceptical about the value of generic
gang or weapon information sessions, we do believe that addressing pupil
concerns, encouraging them to think critically about the issues and offering a
safe environment to discuss the impact that gangs have on them personally is
crucial.
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The Working Group therefore recommends that schools in Gang Prevention
Zones use voluntary sector agencies to deliver interactive sessions on gangs
and violence. The staff of organisations working on the ground with gang-
involved young people have a knowledge and credibility that teachers will
rarely have. Youth-focused organisations should therefore be commissioned to
deliver PSHE lessons for all secondary school year groups with funding
provided via the local authority.

3.2.4 ‘NOTHING STOPS A BULLET LIKE A JOB’102

Both academic analysis and anecdotal evidence has invariably highlighted the
role of economics, or more directly money, in explaining the existence of
gangs. Two young men on the Roehampton estate in South West London
talked about selling drugs to ‘survive’ and young people interviewed in
Lewisham, Newham and Liverpool all emphasised the role of money in
attracting young people to gang life.

It would perhaps be more accurate to talk about the amount of money available
through drug dealing and street crime, seemingly through minimal effort. Selling
drugs to ‘survive’ is more of a perception than a reality: Britain’s social housing
estates are a far cry from the favelas of Rio de Janeiro, the barrios of Mexico, or
even the ‘projects’ or ghettos of America.103 Nevertheless, for some young people,
particularly those living with a parent suffering from addiction, there are
immediate financial needs. In addition, for many seeing their more prosperous
peers with the latest phone and trainers, watching artists layered in ‘bling’
(jewellery) and surrounded by attractive women on MTV Base (a satellite
television music channel) and living in a culture of conspicuous consumption,
encourages them to want more money than their family’s limited means allow.

Nevertheless, as noted in Part I, unemployment and underemployment are
key drivers of gang culture. The same young people who noted the financial
attraction of becoming gang-involved also explained to the Working Group
that ‘stacking shelves’ at the local supermarket was not an attractive alternative
to ‘shotting’ (selling drugs). As well as being perceived, rightly or wrongly, as
dull and demeaning, there was a general consensus that working in the local
supermarket did not represent a career ladder: the Shotter believes that one day
he can be the Face (see Fig. 1.1) and that he will find much greater financial
success and social status through this than through conventional employment.

To tackle gang culture, both in the short- and the long-term, we must
provide employment opportunities that offer routes for progression and we
must ensure that young people are equipped with the skills and aspirations to
take those opportunities. For the long-term this will require significant reform
of our education system (see above Part III, Section 3.2.3 for further details).
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3.2.4.1 Commissioning effective welfare-to-work agencies
In the short-term, Gang Prevention Zones should commission the services of
welfare-to-work organisations with a proven track record in getting
disadvantaged young people into sustained employment.
The Centre for Social Justice’s Economic Dependency
report in Breakthrough Britain details the components of
a successful welfare-to-work agency, which include:104

� Independence from statutory organisations, in
particular benefits agencies

� Being situated in the heart of the community and
undertaking outreach work to reach clients unlikely
to access mainstream services

� Undertaking a detailed analysis of a client’s barriers to
work – these may include emotional and psychological barriers as well as a
lack of soft skills, training and qualifications

� Providing personalised action plans for each client – devised by a personal
case worker in conjunction with the client

� Provision of mentoring where appropriate
� Provision of training linked directly to employment with an emphasis on

‘on the job’ training where possible
� Continuing support once a client is in work, for as long as is necessary

3.2.4.2 Local authority and primary care trust provision of work experience
Many of the young people involved in gangs have few, if any, qualifications –
many of them will not even have completed compulsory education. They are
also unlikely to have any experience of legitimate paid employment. Work
experience opportunities are therefore crucial.

The Working Group recognises that, at least in the initial stages of a gang
prevention programme, private sector businesses may be unwilling to offer
work experience placements to, (high risk) ex-gang members, though this
should be explored. However, local authorities and local primary care trusts
should offer placements. Local authorities with Gang Prevention Zones should
therefore give consideration to establishing a work experience programme for
gang-involved and at risk young people. These institutions should also look to
employ a proportion of those young people.

3.2.4.3 Making funds available for entrepreneurial young people
A number of witnesses have stressed to the Working Group that a significant
proportion of gang-involved young people have entrepreneurial and business
talent which, channeled in a positive way, could lead to a successful business.
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The Working Group recommends that the Gang Prevention Unit looks into
the possibility of Gang Prevention Zones making funds available for young
people to start up their own enterprises, with particular focus on those young
people exiting gang life. Any model should combine the giving of grants with
the provision of volunteer mentors, who should be successful entrepreneurs
and business people in their own right. As with any mentor there should be a
formal process of recruitment, and training and support should be available for
mentors as and when it is needed.

The Gang Prevention Unit should look at organisations already operating
similar initiatives, for example The Prince’s Trust and The Bright Ideas Trust.
Local authorities with Gang Prevention Zones could partner with
organisations that already have effective models to deliver such a programme,
or commission a third sector organisation to deliver it. The Working Group
recommends that such a programme is run by a third, rather than public sector
organisation due to the risk involved in giving grants to young people with
limited work experience. Such a programme should be piloted first to ascertain
what works most effectively.

This model not only has the potential to move ex-gang members and those
at risk of gang-involvement into gainful employment that interests them, but
with the right support is more likely to keep them there as the ownership,
responsibility, creative licence and business development lies with the young
people themselves. Such a model also has the potential to genuinely regenerate
the neighbourhood from the bottom-up, re-stimulating the local economy.

3.2.5 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND OWNERSHIP

‘A mobilized [sic] community is the most promising way to deal with
the gang problem…Community mobilization [sic] is a process of
consciousness raising that addresses the concerns and long-term
interests of those most affected by the youth gang problem…the will
and commitment of the community to act.’105

As we have identified, community alienation has had a profound impact on the
development of gang culture in Britain. It has acted as a key driver of gang
membership both directly as the result of marginalised young people and
indirectly through the decline in collective efficiency and community
mobilisation.

For any gang prevention strategy to be sustainable it must be embedded in,
and owned by, the community and this is likely to require considerable
community capacity building.
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3.2.5.1 Community capacity building

‘Community building’s central theme is to obliterate feelings of
dependency and to replace them with attitudes of self-reliance, self-
confidence, and responsibility.’106

The absence of collective efficiency – social cohesion and a willingness to act
to uphold the law – is a key risk factor for youth offending and, by extension,
gang involvement. Research by Sampson et al, based on a 1995 survey of
residents in different Chicago neighbourhoods, found that:

‘Associations of concentrated disadvantage and residential instability
with violence are largely mediated by collective efficacy.’107

The data showed that, after controlling for other variables associated with
violence, collective efficacy remained negatively related to violence, whilst the
strength of the correlation with other factors was significantly reduced.108

This links to Professor David Kennedy’s ‘moral voice’ argument which states
that informal social control through the articulation of a unified community
stand against ‘deviance’ is a crucial component for tackling
gangs. As Kennedy notes, ‘Nobody can set community
standards from the outside’.109 Without the co-operation
and support of the community, enforcement agencies can
have only limited and short-lived success.

This principle was highlighted in the BGP and has
subsequently been developed further by Kennedy. One of
the best examples of its use is in the Cincinnati Initiative
to Reduce Violence (CIRV). In this model, based on the
BGP and Ceasefire, the ‘moral voice’ of the community was harnessed
through the establishment of a Community Strategy Team. As defined in the
Year 1 Report on the initiative, the aim of the Community Strategy Team was
‘to form a partnership to work with affected communities to articulate norms
and expectations.’ Comprising community and religious leaders, parents of
murdered children and ex-offenders, the group delivered a collective
message of non-violence which rejected the ‘norms and narratives of the
street’.110
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“Communities need to feel
empowered to engage and
supported in doing so.”
Mike Taylor, Head of Specialist Crime Prevention and Partnership,
Metropolitan Police Service



In Baltimore the actions of a community group led to a 52 per cent decline
in violent crime and an 80 per cent decline in arrests for drugs in their
neighbourhood. They denied dealers the space to deal drugs, set up additional
lighting and boarded up disused spaces, organised direct action which
communicated the community’s intolerance of drugs, partnered with a drug
treatment programme and established projects for young people. To achieve
their goal of disrupting the drugs trade, the group collaborated with police and
other agencies who supported and facilitated their work.111

The Working Group recommends that a community strategy group is
established in Gang Prevention Zones. Details of the community body should be
resolved at a local level, but the working recommends combining this role with that
of the Independent Advisory Group (IAG) discussed in Part III, Section 1.3.3.2. It
should comprise community leaders, including faith leaders, as well as notable
community figures with the potential to influence young people. This could include
ex-gang members and relatives of gang members in prison or who have been killed.

The Group should:

� Work with local charities, faith groups and community organisations to
challenge fear and apathy, articulate expected behaviour, express belief in
the potential of all young people and provide the ‘moral voice’

� Organise community action projects such as community clean-ups and
demonstrations/marches against gang activity

� Work closely and visibly with the police and other agencies, thereby
presenting a unified front and encouraging trust in those agencies

� Take a proactive role in delivering the strategy message (‘we will help you
if you will let us, but we will stop you if you make us’112) to gang members
and facilitate meetings between gang members and support agencies

3.2.5.2 Empowering and supporting community action
In order to execute their role effectively, the community group should have
regular access to senior elected officials, including the area’s local Member of
Parliament, Leader of the Council and relevant ward councilor. The Group
should act as a bridge between the community and local politicians, who often
have little knowledge of the day-to-day realities of life in the most deprived
communities. As John Pitts noted in his submission to the Mayor of London’s
Seminar on Serious Youth Violence:

‘Many residents [in gang-impacted neighbourhoods] feel blamed for the
problems of which they are in fact victims, feeling that their voices are
unheard in the places where key decisions about their plight are made.’113
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Politicians need to be seen working side-by-side with the communities they
represent and should be making decisions based on the actual needs – rather
than what they perceive to be the needs – of the community. The community
group should facilitate this process.

Combining the roles of the community group and the IAG ensures that the
community team is represented at the most senior level, on the multi-agency
Strategic Group, and can therefore input into key strategy decisions,
highlighting what is and what is not working at a grassroots level.

3.3 Conclusion and summary of policy
recommendations
To reverse gang culture in Britain, any strategy must include long-term
preventative elements: it must tackle the drivers of gang culture, not just the
symptoms.

Part I identified a number of key drivers including:

� Family breakdown and dysfunction
� A lack of positive role models
� Educational failure
� Mental and emotional health problems
� An absence of aspirations
� Unemployment and underemployment
� Discrimination and stereotyping
� Poverty

A sustainable solution to gangs relies on preventing young people from getting
involved in the first place and this requires considerable investment in the next
generation.

The policy recommendations in this section are designed to provide the
environment, opportunities and hope that will make gang membership
unnecessary.

Policy recommendations:

Early Intervention
1. The Working Group fully supports the recommendations made by The

Centre for Social Justice’s Early Years Commission and Family Breakdown
Working Group and the recommendations contained in the Graham Allen
MP and Iain Duncan Smith MP report Early Intervention. These include:

a. The establishment of Family Hubs in the heart of disadvantaged
communities

b. The provision of non-stigmatising relationship and parenting
education and support provided by effective third sector
organisations
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c. An enhanced role for Health Visitors in the delivery of both targeted
and universal support for families

d. Greater access to bespoke mental health services for children and
adolescents

2. Local authorities with Gang Prevention Zones should look at
commissioning third sector youth organisations which also deliver
parenting support

3. Workshops on recognising the signs of potential gang involvement should be
run for professionals and parents in Gang Prevention Zones. These should
also cover what to do if there is a suspicion that a young person is gang-
involved

4. As part of their multi-agency strategy local authorities with Gang
Prevention Zones should commission third sector early intervention
projects. Local authorities should ensure that amongst these projects are
organisations specialising in working with disenfranchised young males

5. Local authorities should resource third sector mentoring programmes in
Gang Prevention Zones. Special attention should be paid to the type of
mentoring project resourced

Provision and Diversion
1. Local authorities should audit current youth provision in Gang Prevention

Zones – reviewing appropriateness and hours of service in particular – and
prioritise funding for organisations which work to transform the mindsets
of young people

2. The delivery of youth programmes should, in the main, be outsourced to
third sector organisations with appropriate funding and support

3. Gang Prevention Zones should pay particular attention the quality of staff
in youth projects – encouraging organisations which use ex-gang
members – and prioritise projects working with young people on a long-
term basis

Education
1. The Working Group fully supports the recommendations made by The

Centre for Social Justice’s Educational Failure Working Group and make
particular note of the proposal of Pioneer Schools

2. Local authorities and schools should consider how best to reform class
content and teaching methods in order to engage and therefore raise the
educational achievement of pupils in Gang Prevention Zones. The Working
Group recommends that schools learn from the Freedom Writer model and
local authorities consider commissioning the Freedom Writers Foundation to
deliver workshops for school staff in Gang Prevention Zones

3. Schools in Gang Prevention Zones should look at how they can raise
aspirations amongst their pupils and encourage successful professionals to
deliver presentations and workshops in the schools
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4. Local authorities and schools in Gang Prevention Zones should look at
ways of tackling disruptive pupil behaviour, truanting and exclusion. This
should include the provision of on-site therapeutic programmes and
alternative education units and consideration should be given to
implementing restorative justice sessions

5. Schools in Gang Prevention Zones should use Personal, Social and Health
Education (PSHE) lessons to tackle the issue of gangs and weapons. These
sessions should be outsourced to third sector organisations whose staff
have direct experience of dealing with gang-involved young people

Employment
1. Local authorities should commission effective welfare-to-work agencies to

help young people in Gang Prevention Zones find and retain legitimate
employment

2. Local authorities and Primary Care Trusts with Gang Prevention Zones
should consider establishing a work experience programme for gang-
involved and at risk young people

3. Gang Prevention Zones should look at making funds available for gang-
involved and at risk young people with entrepreneurial talent. Local
authorities should look to partner with organisations already delivering
similar initiatives or commission an effective third sector youth
organisation to pilot a scheme. As well as grants any initiative should
provide mentoring from successful entrepreneurs and businessmen

Community mobilisation
1. A community group should be set up in Gang Prevention Zones to provide

the ‘moral voice’ and mobilise the community to tackle gang culture. They
should work closely with statutory and non-statutory agencies as well as
other community and faith groups. The Working Group recommends that
the role of community group is combined with the Independent Advisory
Group and is therefore represented at the multi-agency Strategy team
meetings

2. Politicians and policy-makers should engage with communities in Gang
Prevention Zones in order to understand the problem and encourage
community action. Engagement should be facilitated by the community
group/Independent Advisory Group so as to provide credibility and
engagement should be meaningful and long-term.
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