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Gang Programs

This book is about the Little Village Gang Violence Reduction Project, which was based on the idea that the youth gang problem is defined not only by the delinquent or criminal behaviors of gangs and gang members but also by what the community’s institutions do or do not do to address (prevent, treat, and control) the problem.1 Certain youth and the local community—including its component parts, particularly police, schools, youth agencies, probation, churches, businesses, and neighborhood organizations, and also families, gangs, former gang youth, and local government leaders—as well as larger social, economic, and cultural factors together are responsible for the creation and development of the problem.

The project model proposes that single-type strategies—whether suppression, social intervention, provision of special education, and job opportunities—and neighborhood-citizen participation or agency and community-leadership mobilization are not sufficient to prevent or reduce the youth gang problem. An interrelated, balanced, interorganizational, and community-based set of these strategies is required. Furthermore, a cross-organizational structure of key agencies and community groups must be developed to guide and implement these strategies, targeting youth in their gang context in gang-problem communities.

The Little Village Gang Violence Reduction Project was born at a time of gang-problem crisis (neighborhood turf-based gang violence) in certain Chicago neighborhoods in the early 1990s. A new city administration and several leaders of criminal justice agencies considered that a single-type approach, that is, police suppression and incarceration, was not adequate to address the problem of gang violence, and thought perhaps a more comprehensive or coordinated institutional and community-based approach, particularly under the aegis of the Chicago Police Department, might be worth trying. The pilot gang program that evolved modified and integrated traditional gang-program approaches. It emphasized the interrelationship of outreach youth services, social opportunities, and suppression in a gang-problem community.

BACKGROUND

American society and its urban centers did not invent gangs. African American and Latino youth—currently the most identifiable as gang members—did not originate delinquent or criminal gang behavior in the United States. Youth gangs, gang-involved youth, and gang problems have been present in almost all societies, particularly in the poor, segregated, and newcomer minority neighborhoods of large urban centers during times of rapid social and economic change. Youth gangs and their behaviors are historical and cross-national social and cultural phenomena. The gang problem is often associated with adult criminal structures and the development of political, sometimes radical or revolutionary, movements (Asbury 1971; Covey 2003; Hobsbawm 1963).

Gangs of various types have currently been identified in the following countries : the United States, Japan, China, Taiwan, Thailand, Korea, Cambodia, Vietnam, the Philippines, Laos, Russia, Israel, Palestine, Syria, Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, the United Arab Emirates, Iran, Pakistan, India, Myanmar (formerly Burma), Albania, Serbia, Poland, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Hungary, Russia, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Poland, Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Mexico, El Salvador, Honduras, Colombia, Brazil, and so forth (Grennan et al. 2000; Klein 1995).

In recent decades gang problems have generally increased and spread across local communities in the United States (Egley, Howell, and Major 2004), and in varied form in many developed and developing countries. Certain youth gangs are now larger, better organized, and more specialized than they have been traditionally. They are becoming significant institutions in their own right. Gang youth may engage in serious criminal activities, violence, and drug dealing, as well as a range of other serious and less-serious crimes and age-related status offenses. Gang members may not all be offenders or have arrest records. The great majority of gang youth, particularly in the United States, seem to mature and age out of active gang status and serious violent crime in their late teens or twenties.

The youth gang problem in this country is largely an adolescent and young-adult social problem, mainly of males twelve to twenty-four years old, resulting from an accumulation and interaction of failures of family support, pressures of neighborhood gangs, defective school socialization, insufficient job-market opportunities, a neighborhood gang-crime tradition, and inadequate public policy to facilitate the transition of certain vulnerable youth to conventional adult roles as defined by the local community and the larger society. Youth gangs, and the subcultures that develop, are a means for particular youth to achieve a personal identity and social status, resolve personal problems, secure peer support, acquire economic resources, and find personal challenge and excitement over a limited period of time, but gangs may not be a means to achieve successful, legitimate adult or even criminal careers.


AMERICAN YOUTH GANG OUTREACH PROGRAMS

Youth gangs have existed in the slums and ports-of-entry areas in urban centers of the United States at least since the beginning of the nineteenth century (if not earlier) (Hyman 1984). The roots of contemporary outreach efforts to socialize street youth are found in charitable and religious organizations that attempted to contact “young roughs” and “vagabond” youth on the street through “Boys’ Meetings.” Mission workers in the late nineteenth century hoped to persuade groups of such youth to change their ways. These early “efforts to combat delinquency through moral suasion took place outside the physical structure of a agency” (Spergel 1966, xiv; Brace 1973).

Boys Club and YMCA workers in urban centers in the early part of the twentieth century occasionally recruited street youth to their organized agency programs, but it was not until the Chicago Area Project of the 1930s and 1940s that “curbstone” counseling as part of a systematic neighborhood-development approach was used to address the street-based youth group or gang-delinquency problem. The Chicago Area Project, located in low-income communities (often of newcomers), stressed the autonomy of local residents in planning and operating programs focused on neighborhood improvement, along with delinquency control and youth socialization. Programming for youth was regarded as a device to enlist the participation of local residents, to cohere and empower them through local community participatory efforts. The important feature that distinguished the Chicago Area Project from established social-agency approaches to the delinquency problem was its emphasis on street outreach, and high levels of commitment and activity from indigenous residents and local groups in dealing with delinquent youth, rather than on professional social-agency workers.

Local adults, including ex-convicts from the neighborhood (many of whom may earlier have been members of the same delinquent groups), went out to the streets to counsel youth. “Curbstone counselors,” now law-abiding citizens, could effectively advise the boys in local language and manner to engage in legitimate behaviors. The “curbstone counselors” mediated and advocated for youth with school officials if they were truant or had conduct problems, and with police, court officials, and probation officers if they were arrested or violated probation. They were vigorous in their efforts to get representatives of bureaucratic, established institutions to better understand neighborhood youth and respond to their special interests and problems (Schlossman and Sedlak 1983).

Clifford Shaw, who founded the Chicago Area Project approach, emphasized local neighborhood responsibility and effort in addressing the delinquency problem, but he did not address larger governmental, commercial, and other factors that were significantly accountable for local problems. The Chicago Area Project was designed for gradual civic improvement through local citizen-group action. It was not designed to create organized pressures on government leaders and external agencies to modify their rules and policies or provide greater social and economic opportunities for such youth (Snodgrass 1976). Saul Alinsky, one of the early Chicago Area Project workers, would later redefine and refocus Shaw’s approach by building broader local community coalitions, organizing local citizens, and empowering them to attack and negotiate with institutions responsible for a variety of local neighborhood social and economic problems. He also moved away from a focus on delinquency and the developing youth gang problem (Alinsky 1946).


POST-WORLD WAR II YOUTH GANG WORK

Waves of populations from the southern United States, Mexico, and Puerto Rico came to the factories of the North to help sustain America’s World War II effort. In the late 1940s and early 1950s attention was directed to many of the sons and daughters of these newcomer populations. Low-income families, schools, and social agencies could not adequately meet the socialization needs of youth, particularly males. Some African American and Latino youth who were not acceptable to, or did not accept, established youth programs or traditional schooling approaches formed troublesome street groups, later identified as youth gangs. Youth gang delinquency was chiefly characterized by disorderly conduct and nonlethal intergang fighting. Fighting gangs were perceived as a threat to civil order and property in the local neighborhood and were of concern to citywide leadership.

In New York, Los Angeles, and other cities, a series of youth-outreach programs was established by city welfare councils, state and citywide youth boards, and county probation departments to identify and contact suspected neighborhood antisocial or warring youth gangs. Detached workers from established youth agencies or special gang projects (also known as street-gang workers, street workers, or outreach workers) were expected to counsel youth gangs and convert them to social groups. The detached, mainly male, workers operated alone on the streets in relative isolation from regular, structured youth-agency programs. A few female workers also were assigned to female (or “deb”) groups, usually affiliated with male gangs. The workers were recruited from colleges and universities; a few were former gang members, but most were not indigenous to the particular gang communities in which they worked (Klein 1965, 1968, 1971; New York City Youth Board 1960; Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago 1960).

The youth-outreach workers were described as independent, self-assured, charismatic, caring, and socially committed. They themselves may have rebelled against middle-class norms and identified with the personal problems and struggles of gang youth. They had “little patience with the society and the community institutions which seemed to neglect” gang youth (Bernstein 1964, 114). At first, the various agencies sponsoring youth-outreach workers sought to “preserve the independence of the street workers” (Kobrin 1982). They were not to be routinized.

The street worker is an agency worker on the streets who is striving to help the delinquent gang to change its pattern of behavior. He is on the streets of the neighborhood at odd hours of the day or night. He may have little immediate structure or support, such as an office, regular hours, guidance from colleagues or supervisors. He belongs to two worlds. He is of the delinquent group and its subculture, but also of the world of respectable and conforming people.... He tries on the one hand, to change the delinquent, and on the other, the people and institutions which have, in large measure, produced him. (Spergel 1966, xiii)

 


A detached worker (gang worker, social worker, street-club worker) is an individual, usually with a streetwise orientation, who is assigned to one or more urban street gangs. His modus operandi differs from that of the usual agency worker in that his primary task is to attach himself to the delinquent gang where and as it exists—on a street corner, on the playground, in a garage, at a hamburger stand, or in any other spot, where boys seem to congregate. (Klein 1965, 183)


In the late 1940s and 1950s the Group Guidance Project of the Los Angeles County Probation Department saw the newcomer Mexican American youth “zoot suit” problem as a gang problem and attempted through use of detached workers to reduce “gang acts” by (1) identifying street groups and their members who were oriented to delinquent gang activity; (2) developing a group-counseling relationship with them and their parents to aid in adjusting them to community standards; (3) reducing the isolation of these youth and their parents from established mainstream institutions; and (4) promoting better understanding and cooperation among citizens and established agencies in the community in addressing the problem (Los Angeles County Probation Department 1982).

The New York City Youth Board created the Council of Social and Athletic Clubs in 1950, comprising youth board gang workers who were expected to establish a special relationship with warring gangs. The workers were to help modify the gangs’ antisocial attitudes and behaviors, persuade them to have friendlier relations with other street gangs, increase democratic participation within the gang, improve the social adjustment of individual gang members, and induce better relations with neighborhood residents. Street-gang work developed into a specialized program of work with street groups, largely unrelated to other community or agency programs treating or controlling individual delinquent youth, or to other general delinquency issues (New York City Youth Board 1960).

The New York City Youth Board street worker viewed the gang as a “natural neighborhood group,” whose activities were not entirely negative or criminal. This natural street group was assumed to provide adolescents with opportunities for “positive youth development,” even in socially disadvantaged neighborhoods. The street gang could be “reached,” and it was expected to respond to “sympathy, acceptance, affection, and understanding” (when provided by a street worker with the right abilities). Their members would grow up to be conventional, socialized youth (New York City Youth Board 1960, 56-57; see also Shireman 1958; Roth 1961).

Social-work ideology guided the development of the specialized youth gang projects of the 1950s and 1960s. However, the “curbstone” worker idea, as one element of a grassroots community approach pioneered by the Chicago Area Project, was not essentially adopted. The gang worker (or street worker) of this period did not operate within a framework of accountability to local citizen groups or a consortium of local agencies. Also, the focus of the gang worker was more on group or recreational work than on individual-youth counseling, relations with family, or modifying established youth-agency or school approaches to delinquent youth. A social worker and director of the Mid-City Project in Boston described street work as a


professional service to groups.... Even though the worker may have a number of individual contacts with the families, essentially he is involved in and working with the interaction and forces within the group.... The type of behavior that responds most readily ... is public group behavior—the behavior of the football team, participation in gang fights and group vandalism.” (Austin 1957, 50)


Alex Norman, a senior staff member of Special Service for Groups in Los Angeles, also focused on the group method. He expected gangs to break up naturally.

Because the gang acts as a source of delinquency for its members, Special Service for Groups attempts to use the group process to modify behavior to effect change, and enable the discontinuance of the antisocial group associates.... At the initial stage of the investigation, the worker’s goal is to establish a trust relationship with these youth who are suspicious, mistrustful, and hostile toward adults and other “outsiders.” ... After the group accepts service, weekly meetings are set up utilizing facilities which are available.... Groups tend to disintegrate ... the break-up must be a natural process.... As a supplement to the work being done with the groups, there are contacts with individual members around specific problems. (Norman 1963, 6)


By the early 1960s it was apparent that youth gangs and their members were more prevalent, probably more seriously delinquent, and better organized—more than simply deviant or isolated groups. They had become integral features of changing urban environments. They were more difficult to deal with than had been previously estimated. A changing economy made it difficult for older youth who had limited education to leave the gang, find jobs, and become socially acceptable adults. Fewer factory and unskilled jobs were available. Gangs were larger, more enduring, and more complexly organized, at least in major urban gang centers. Agencies formerly interested in outreach youth gang work turned their attention to other types of troubled youth and their families in a greater range of often middle-class communities, including status offenders (particularly runaways) who were generally less overtly hostile and violent. Nevertheless, some urban Boys Clubs, YMCAs, youth agencies, and Settlement Houses continued outreach efforts with youth not in their programs (Carney, Mattick, and Calloway 1965). They emphasized work with youth, some of whom were on the streets and may not have been gang members. Outposts and decentralized agency programs were established in isolated, low-income housing projects. Some street workers were called “extension workers,” functioning to bring more street youth into existing or developing youth-agency social and recreational programs (Mattick and Caplan 1962; Doty and Mattick 1965).

The extension worker still based his approach on the development of personal influence relationships with significant numbers of the youth population. “Now... detached workers can be described as offering service to unaffiliated inner-city youth populations” (Cooper 1967, 185). The extension worker’s ef forts were expected to result in a measurable reduction of area delinquency rates and “make a positive difference in the behavior of the youngsters residing in the action areas” (Doty and Mattick 1965, 34; see also Caplan et al. 1967; New York Times 1994). Extension workers also began to utilize leaders of the gangs or street groups as part-time workers to influence other youth in the groups toward more conforming behavior. The street-gang or street-group leaders became assistants to the full-time extension workers. The outreach approach continued to develop.

Researchers conducted evaluations of several traditional street-gang and extension-work programs in Los Angeles, Boston, and Chicago in the late 1950s and early 1960s. They concluded that the programs were ineffective. The programs still emphasized group work and recreational activities. Malcolm Klein claimed that such programs cohered antisocial youth groups and contributed to an increase in delinquency. He recommended that such programs be abandoned; he claimed that the programs directly increased gang cohesion and paid limited attention to individual counseling, job placement, mediation, or other youth-worker interventions, which were also occurring in the programs. Based on his evaluation of the Group Guidance Project (Klein 1968) and the Ladino Hills Project (Klein 1971), he concluded that detached youth work focusing on the gang-as-a-group structure was ineffective.

Klein concluded that “group programming for gang boys serves to increase gang size and cohesiveness.... There was good reason to doubt the desirability of continuing such programs or starting new ones” (Klein 1969, 164). Joan Moore, another major gang researcher and observer of gang programs in Los Angeles during the same period, challenged this conclusion, or at least lamented its consequences. She claimed that Klein’s recommendation “was taken as an injunction by Los Angeles policy makers to end gang programs altogether. It was espoused with special enthusiasm by police and sheriffs, who were increasingly successful in persuading policy makers to
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