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Guns & Gangs: What are Today’s Teenagers Really up to?

	For years the Johnson family had lived on a reasonably quiet estate in Liverpool.  Then when Barry Johnson lost his job, the family found themselves homeless and were placed in local authority housing in Bootle with their three youngest children.  To this day Barry still says it is the ‘worst thing’ that ever happened to the Johnson family.

The two sons, John-Paul, 16, and Gary, 19, had been well behaved and sensible, doing reasonably well at school and both looking forward to careers as motor mechanics.
‘They were good lads’ says Barry, ‘not too old for a clip round the ear when they needed it, but good lads anyway!’  That was until one night when the brothers stumbled across a scuffle on their way home from football practice.  

Gary intervened in a confrontation between two teenage boys to find that one had stabbed the other deep in the abdomen.  ‘It changed everything for them,’ says Barry still clearly haunted by that fateful night.  ‘They came home and told us what happened and we were shocked.’  

Suddenly the boys awoke to the dangers around them.  Within days Gary had used the money from his job at a local motor mechanics to buy a knife.

	
	It was not long before Gary had reason to use his new weapon.  Returning from a night out with friends, Gary was approached by three men and stabbed three times in the chest, back and neck.  He died instantly.  
‘I had no idea why anyone would hurt our Gary,’ remembers Barry. ‘He was such a kind guy.’  What Barry had not known, was that Gary had joined one of the local gangs.  He had in fact been a member since the age of fifteen.  Barry had never had any suspicions about his son. ‘He just wasn’t that kind of kid’.  

It seems, however, that Barry, like thousands of parents like him, was simply oblivious to the possibility that his son was involved in gangs or violence.  

Chief Constable John Metcalfe of Merseyside Police points out that parents are ‘sleepwalking in a world where their children are sweet and innocent’. 
This he suggests is dangerous because it allows parents to ‘ignore the possibility’ that their child is involved in gang crime.

Dawn Primerola, from children’s charity, KidScape, points out that gangs are not frightening to children, but that they are a ‘place of belonging’ where children can escape their feelings of isolation and become part of something that matters in their communities.  

	Indeed, latest statistics from the Department of Justice point to a five fold increase in the number of youths arrested for committing gang related crimes since 2004.  
Indeed a survey carried out by the NSPCC found that 19% of 11-18 year olds were prepared to carry a weapon of some kind to defend themselves ‘because it was essential in their everyday lives’.  

These figures are hugely alarming says one head teacher who wished to remain anonymous.  The Head, who works in inner-city Birmingham, is worried about ‘the violence of gangs being brought off the streets into the classroom’.  He says he has excluded five students in three years for ‘suspected gang related incidents of pupil violence’.
So how did we get here?  Well Chief Constable Metcalfe suggests by simply ignoring what a ‘significant minority’ of our children are doing with their time.  


	
	He says, ‘No child wants to be out in the freezing cold every night of winter’ and urges parents to ask ‘important questions about why their son or daughter would choose to do that’.  
One gang member from London remarked that ‘gangs are life for my friends’ and that ‘we find our family there; it’s what matters’.  This, Dawn Primerola argues, is the issue. ‘We don’t provide stable family environments at home and so children look to the security offered by their knife-wielding peers.’  

Barry Johnson, however, is in no doubt.  ‘I let my son down by ignoring the possibility that he was in a gang.’ Barry visits Gary’s grave every day because he has been unable to work since that tragic night.  

Barry spends his days telling people, ‘I thought I knew my son; now I know I didn’t at all.’  


ACTIVITIES
1. Using a highlighter, identify the key points of the article.

2. In your own words, make a bullet point list of the key points of article.

3. From the article, give one reason why Barry Johnson was so angry at himself over his son’s death.

4. a. What phrase in the article suggests how parents respond to the possibility that their children are in gangs?

b. In your own words, explain why you think this is an effective phrase.

5. What do you think the Head teacher means when he says he is worried about ‘the violence of gangs being brought off the streets into the classroom’?

6. Why do you think that the gang member says ‘gangs are life for my friends’?

7. Why does Barry Johnson say that he doesn’t think he really knew his son?

8. Explain how the writer of the article uses language to convey the seriousness of ‘gang culture’ in Britain.  

In your answer you should refer to: the writer’s use of dramatic language; the writer’s use of statistics; and the use of eye-witness accounts.
WRITING TASK

Barry Johnson, Chief Constable Metcalfe, and a member of a local gang called Blade, have been invited onto a chat show to discuss the issue of teenagers carrying weapons and belonging to gangs. Write the interview in play script form using as many ideas as possible from the text but avoiding lifting chunks of text.
Write about 500 words.
