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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was to examine
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities to rexzoghcators
and risk factors of gang participation in a northeast Georgia school distrecstudy
employed an interpretive phenomenological approach to obtain an understanding of
educator and administrator perceptions. The study sample utilized 28 participants
consisting of 14 administrators, seven veteran educators, and seven nonveteran educators
Major themes included a lack of gang awareness training as componeaishef te
preparatory programs, a lack of staff development exercises pertairyiogthogang
indicators and risk factors, and the development of indicator awareness through various
experiences. Other major themes included the development of youth gang risk factor
awareness through personal and professional experiences, the significareregobyes
and youth gang formation, and the presence of gang graffiti within the giveol sc
district. Recommendations for future research included replications ofutig the
expansion of this study, and the exploration of gang tendencies in relation tol cultura
socioeconomic, and academic discrepancies. Recommendations for leadetatgdi
the collection of gang data, school-based assessments of indicators aactoisk and
measures designed to develop and enhance relationships among schools, communities,

and local agencies.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Schools serve as one of the most common socialization agents for America’s
youth (Esbensen, 2000; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Scott, 2000). As such, schools
are not immune to the occurrences and impacts of youth gangs (Center far Nesaith
in Schools (CMHS), 2007). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2010)
reported that 23% of all public school students in the United States attesiuttaggngs
are active in their respective schools. A recent survey conducted by the N@eoed
on Addiction and Substance Abuse (2010) revealed that upwards of 45% of high school
students denote the presence of active gangs on their school campuses. Ridd bglle
the NCES (2006) also revealed that gang activity is more prevalent in ghmsoiss yet
gang activity in suburban schools is significantly increasing. Hoe@0&) suggested
that the statistics and implications of youth gangs in schools are consyderabl
underestimated by educators, policy makers, and researchers. Manghrerseattribute
this underestimation to the lack of a universally accepted definition or suitailaeve
criteria for what constitutes a youth gang (Borg & Dalla, 2005; Cooper, 2@d¢elH
2000; Miller, 2001; Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP),
1997). Research suggested that considerable discrepancies exist in terngs of gan
perceptions among students, educators, and law enforcement personnel (Cooper, 2009;
Esbensen, 2000; Fisher, Montgomery, & Gardner, 2008; Henry, 2009; Pitts, 2009;
Presley, 1996; Smith, 2011; White, 2007). Others insist that educators and administrators
often fail to recognize gang presences and activity due to a lack of formakgiangt

(Howell, 2010a Lal, 1996; SharkeyshekhtmeysterChavez-Lopez, Norris, & Sass, 2011;
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White, 2007). Melita (1990), Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) and Lal, Lal, and
Achilles (1993) noted that educators and administrators are often reluctant to
acknowledge the presences and implications of gangs in schools due to concerns related
to public and political perceptions.

Youth gangs pose serious problems for schools, especially in communities where
gangs have a substantial presence (Chandler, Chapman, Rand, & Taylor, 1998; Swahn,
Bossarte, West, & Topalli, 2010). Lal (1991) reported that for many gang members
schools serve as social arenas that are utilized for recruitment, intomjdatd boasting.
Howell and Lynch (2000), as well as Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001), concurred,
adding the notion of gang presence creating an atmosphere of apprehension and
incompliance that negatively impacts classroom order and educational outcomes-f
gang youth. The existence of gangs in schools yields disruptive learmingnements,
fear among students, faculty, and staff, and multiplied episodes of violence (CMHS,
2007; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; NCES, 2006; NCES, 2010; OJJDP, 2009a; Swahn et al.,
2010). Youth gangs are often linked with episodes of bullying and intimidation (Lal,
1991; White, 2002). The OJJDP (2009a) reported “a strong correlation between gang
presence in schools and between both guns and availability of drugs in schpo4§J). (
Student reports of weapons in school more than triples when youth gangs are present
(Howell & Lynch, 2000; NCES, 2006; OJJDP, 2009a), as does student accounts of illicit
drugs being readily available in school (OJJDP, 2009a). Gang presertly dire
contributes to student victimization rates in schools (Howell & Lynch, 2000; Swahn e
al., 2010). The OJJDP (2009a) reported that violent victimization rates more tha@ doubl

in schools containing active youth gangs.



Federal legislation mandated by the Elementary and Secondary Eduaztmin A
2001, more commonly known as the No Child Left Behind Act, directs state agencies to
assess and address safety concerns in public schools (U.S. Department of Education,
2004). School leaders must, therefore, engage in proactive measures to combat the
presences and implications of youth gangs in schools in order to ensure safe and
productive learning environments (Essex, 2007; Mayer & Furlong, 2010). Klein (1995)
suggested that school leaders generally sidestep gang issues, optinghdael
enforcement personnel to combat gangs with traditional suppressive stratdigie
educational stakeholders must work collaboratively in order to combat youthigangs
schools and ensure safe and orderly learning environments (Curry, Decker, & Egley
2002; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Huff, 2002; Institute for Intergovernmental
Research (lIR), 2006; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; Ramsey, Rust, &
Sobel, 2003; Sharkey et al., 2011). Educators and administrators must develop and
employ school-based awareness and intervention strategies in order &iedg @ssess
and counteract the negative byproducts of youth gangs in schools (Essex, 2007; Mayer &
Furlong, 2010; Ramsey et al., 2003; Smith, 2011; Willert & Lenhardt, 2003).
Consequently, the purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study will be to examine
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities tgnieeo
fundamental indicators (see Appendix A) and risk factors (see Appendix Bjadsgoc
with youth gang activity in a suburban school district located in northeast &eorgi
Background of the Problem

Youth gang structures are constantly evolving, counteracting steicsdtyiews

of traditional gangs (Bell & Lim, 2005; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008;



Pitts, 2009). Often believed to be confined to urban areas, modern youth gangs are
rapidly proliferating into suburban and rural areas (Egley, Howell, & Moore, 2010;
Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Howell, Egley, & Gleason, 2002; Klein & Maxson, 2006;
Starbuck, Howell, & Lindquist, 2001). As socialization agents for American youth,
public schools are the primary institutions in which contemporary youth engage in
communal interactions (Curry & Decker, 1998; Pai, Adler, & Shadiow, 2005; Kidder,
2007). Youth gangs have a definitive and recognized presence in the vast majority of
urban high schools in the United States (Egley et al., 2010; Peterson, 2004; Swahn et al.,
2010), indicating that schools are rapidly being permeated by gang trendsginater
within local communities (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Esbensen, Tibbetts, & Gaines
2004; Howell, 2010Db). Public schools serve as common recruiting grounds, drug markets,
and numerous other components that facilitate gang activity (Chandler et al., 1998;
Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Howell, 2006; Howell, 2010b; OJJDPa, 2009).
Research indicates that the presences and activities of youth gangs is dafeatly
correlate with academic disruptions, episodes of violence, and general delinquency
(Egley et al., 2010; Garza, 1993; Miller, 1982; Struyk, 2006; Swahn et al., 2010).
Victimization rates increase significantly on school campuses contad@ngfiable
gang activities, especially if such activities remain unaddrestmad]l & Lynch, 2000;
Miller, 1982; Washington State School Safety Center, 2010).

Campus security is compromised when indicators of gang activity remain
unrecognized or unacknowledged (Essex, 2007; Stabile, 1991). Educators and
administrators are typically disinclined to acknowledge the presences anchiiopk of

gangs in their respective schools (Crews & Crews, 2008; Goldson, 2011; Lal, 1996;



Mayer & Furlong, 2010). Research conducted by Escobedo (1993) and Presley (1996)
attributed such reluctance to the inability of educators and administratorglitg rea
recognize key indicators and risk factors associated with youth garsgsarBe suggests
that considerable discrepancies exist among gang perceptions as Haliebyss
educators, administrators, and law enforcement personnel (Cahill et al., 2008016
2011; Lee, 1995; Melita, 1990; Presley, 1996). Students and law enforcement personnel
are more likely to acknowledge the presence of gangs in schools as compardukts teac
and administrators. Students are also more likely to view the presence ofrgacigsols
as being more problematic and posing greater threats to overall levelstpfesaf
compared to educators and administrators (Duncan, 1995; Escobedo, 1993; Goldson,
2011; Lee, 1995; Rothrock, 1993). Educational leaders and stakeholders must act upon
proven methods of identifying, combating, and preventing gang progression in schools
(Cahill et al., 2008; Department of Justice, 2006; Essex, 2007; Goldson, 2011; Hill,
Howell, Hawkins, & Battin-Pearson, 1999; Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006). In order to do so,
schools and local communities must gain insight into the root causes of gangdormati
(Crews & Crews, 2008; Klein & Maxson, 2006), as well as becoming aware of key
indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang participation (Arana, 2005; H
2002).

The core ages for youth gang recruitment span between the ages of 12 and 24
(Duffy & Gillig, 2004; Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; O’Donnell, Egley, & Howell,
2009). Research indicates, however, that contemporary recruitment efforts are
exclusive to this particular age range. Current gang tendencies aa&singty becoming

inclusive of a vast array of school-age children (Duffy, 2004; Esbensen et al., 200)4; Huf



2002; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Vigil 1988). According to Arana (2005) and the U.S.

House of Representatives (2006), gang recruitment commonly targeted kalsgsag

seven years old; however, such tendencies increase as students advance through the

middle and secondary grades. Children of all ages are becoming increasingptiblesc

to the magnetism of local youth gangs and gang cultures for a varretgsoins. Huff

(2002) noted the manners in which social and economic dynamics often facditgte g

formation and expansion. He asserted that youthful desires for love, securdgpced

social status, and senses of empowerment often contribute to gang developmisat. He a

insisted that poverty, employment status, and academic failure, as aleibhsl and

drug abuse, also yield inclinations towards joining youth gangs. Howell arg Egl

(2005), as well as Moore (1998), concurred, adding that “conventional socializintg,age

such as families and schools, are largely ineffective and alienatiogig]l & Egley,

2005, p. 1). These researchers suggested that the emergence of youth gangs and gang-

related problems are both consequences of and contributors to such economic and social

predicaments. Consequently, schools and local communities must recognize and

proactively address the allures and root causes of gang development in order taddormula

and enact effective anti-gang measures (Howell, 2010a; Klein & Maxson, 2006).
Identifiable characteristics may be utilized in order to distinguisky-gdfiliated

youth from non-gang adolescents. Gang members typically utilizadisgrbiage,

mannerisms, and dress styles in order to signify gang involvement and statagdArci

Sakamoto, & Jones, 2010; Curry & Decker, 2003; Howell, 2010Db). It is imperative for

educators and administrators to recognize such key indicators of gahigssehools,

especially in situations involving an overlapping of school campuses and known gang



territories (Huff, 2002). Campus security and student safety is jeopardized whe
educators and administrators fail to recognize indicators of youthagdingy (DOJ,
2006; Essex, 2007; Hill et al., 1999; Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006), and the resulting
inactivity of school officials may signify opportunity and vulnerability to logalith
gangs (Huff, 2002). Stabile (1991) noted the manner in which gang members have
tendencies to openly use hand gestures, exhibit gang colors, and display other observable
gang symbols while in schools, and such actions frequently remain overlooked by
teachers and administrators (Rodriguez, 2005; Thomas, 2006). In order to better identif
and combat youth gangs in schools, educators and administrators must contireedusly s
to learn and recognize fundamental indicators of youth gangs in order to distinguis
between gang-affiliated and non-gang youth (Office of the Attorney Genfdfborida
(OAGF), 2009; Struyk, 2006).

Educators and administrators must become knowledgeable of the risk flaators t
facilitate youth gang formation and development (Curry & Decker, 2002hS2@i11).
A multitude of cross-sectional, longitudinal, and ethnographic research studies éave be
employed to identify strategic risk factors that foreshadow gang invelvefGahill et
al., 2008; Egley et al., 2010; Esbensen et al., 2004). Howell (1997) categorizelsuch r
factors into five primary domains: family, school, peer, community, and individual.
Research indicates that dysfunctional or nontraditional family settigggicantly
increase the likelihood of youth joining gangs (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Rossman &
Morley, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2010; Sharpe, 2003; White, 2009; Wright & Fitzpatrick,
2006). Adolescent self-reports indicate that disaffection within the home oftes ssrve

the initial motivator for a teenager joining a gang (Craig, Vitaro, Gagnong&blay,



2002; Esbensen, Peterson, Taylor, & Feng, 2010; White, 2009). Alienation within the
family, as well as the local community, often drives youth to seek acceptéhoepeer
groups, thereby increasing the appeal of gangs (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Esbensen e
al., 2010; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; White 2007). Contemporary research reveals
that the majority of gang-affiliated youth exhibit inclinations towardsigaipon hostile
and antisocial behaviors (Dishion, Neslon, & Yasui, 2005; Krohn & Thornberry, 2008;
Mitchell, 2011; Pai et al., 2005). A researched and documented correlation also exist
between diminished senses of academic achievement and youth gang tendencies
(Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Florian-Lacy, Jefferson, & Fleming, 2002hSmit
2011). Exposure to multiple risk factors, especially from various domains, cagifi
increases the likelihood of youth succumbing to the allures and pressures of gangs
(Esbensen et al., 2010; Mitchell, 2011; OJJDP, 2004).
Problem Statement

Research indicates that the proliferation of youth gangs and gamnagexdfil
violence in the United States has continuously escalated since the mid-1990séBsbe
& Tusinski, 2007; Esbensen & Weerman, 2005; Essex, 2007; FBI, 2007; Klein &
Maxson, 2006; Levin-Epstein, 2004; Miller & Chandler, 2003; NGIC, 2009; O’'Donnell
et al., 2009; OJJDP, 2009a; Thornberry et al., 2003). Conservative estimates ithditat
the United States contains approximately 30,000 individual youth gangs (Egley et
2010; NCES, 2010; Stinchcomb, 2002) consisting of upwards of 800,000 gang members
(Egley et al., 2010; FBI, 2007; McGloin, 2005). The National Drug Intelligence Center
(NDIC) (2008) maintained that gang estimates are typically hitjagr what is reported

due to vague and varying definitions of gangs, incarceration of gang members, and othe



formalities that distort gang measurements. The NDIC maintained tnatrealistic

gang estimates consist of more than 20,000 individual gangs composed of over 1,000,000
individual members. As youth gangs proliferate and become more geographicall
dispersed, public schools are not immune to the occurrences and implications of youth
gangs (DOJ, 2006; Huff, 2002; Sharkey et al., 2011; Swahn et al., 2010; Thornberry et
al., 2003; Wingood, DiClement, Crosby, & Harrington, 2002). The current impact of
gangs in schools are unparalleled by any other point in American history 20061

Huff, 2002; Thornberry et al., 2003; Wingood et al., 2002). Public schools frequently
serve as a focal point of gang activity (Esbensen et al., 2004; Ramseg@d3; Tozer,
Violas, & Senses, 2005), and research indicates that the presence andaictouity

gangs in schools directly correlate with negative consequences suckesiaca
disruption, episodes of violence, and general delinquency (CMHS, 2007; Garza, 1993;
Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Howell, 2006; NCES, 2006; OJJDP, 2009b; Smith,
2011).

Educators and administrators often fail to adequately recognize andsaddng
issues within schools (Howell, 2010b; Lal, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2011; White, 2007).
They are often reluctant to acknowledge the presence and implication of gargoils sc
due to concerns related to public and political perceptions (Lal et al., 1993; Curry &
Decker, 2003; Esbensen et al., 2004; Knox, 2006; Manwaring, 2005; Smith, 2011). When
gang presences are acknowledged, educators and administrators inalemeytéo
underestimate the statistics and implications of youth gangs in schools!{H206).

Many attribute such reluctance and misguided perceptions to a lack of adhgding

training during pre-service and in-service professional development esefEscobedo,



1993; Knox, 2006; Lal, 1996; Pressley, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2010; Smith, 2011; White,
2007). Research reveals that when youth gang issues remain unrecognized and
unaddressed in schools, the consequences are often increased gang actalify, unst
learning environments, and ineffective campus security measures (Eshiesise2064;
Essex, 2007; Ramsey et al., 2003). Secondary educators and administrataity fagic
to recognize fundamental indicators and risk factors of youth gang membersip i s
manner necessary to identify, combat, and prevent gang occurrences ardtimnglio
modern educational settings (Curry et al., 2002; Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; Knox,
2006; Smith, 2011; Struyk, 2006). The problem is that despite the active presence of 11
identified youth gangs in local schools and communities (City of [...vilG] 12
educators and administrators in a suburban northeast Georgia school districibtten f
recognize fundamental indicators and risk factors of youth gang membershpalue
lack of formalized gang awareness training specifically desidor educational settings
(Arciaga et al., 2010; Chaskin, 2010; OAGF, 2009). NDIC (2008) projections indicated
an escalation of youth gang episodes in the given area in the near future (NDIC, 2008
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was tmexami
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities tgnieeo
fundamental indicators and risk factors of youth gang participation in a suburban
northeast Georgia school district. The study utilized a convenience sample of 28
individuals derived from a population of 27 administrators andid&zhers employed
within seven secondary schools located within the same school system (Jomittety] Coun

School System, 2011). Fourteen of the participants were administrators, wthereas

10



remaining 14 were teachers. Of the 14 teachers interviewed during thessvely were
veteran teachers and seven were non-veteran teachers. Investigatmgeact 28
educators and administrators employed within seven secondary instituticiesl vithin
the same school district extracted shared life experiences thaageheslevant insight
into common themes (Moustakas, 1994; Vivilaki, 2008), behaviors, and educator and
administrator judgment of their abilities to identify youth gang indicatodkrisk factors.
Resear ch Plan

Phenomenological research designs yield essential insight into princyses iss
and occurrences (Moustakas, 1994; Vivilaki, 2008). A phenomenological interview
process will be utilized in order to identify and explore themes, actions, and patsepti
(Creswell, 2008; Moustakas, 1994; Neuman, 2006) of educators and administrators in
terms of their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk fagtoeducational
settings. Based upon the descriptive nature of phenomenological qualitative studies tha
occur in natural settings (Creswell, 2005; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010; Johnson &
Christensen, 2000; Leedy & Ormrod, 2004), the results of this study may berahlesfe
to the educators and administrators throughout the school system.

Communication with school system employees commenced upon obtaining
Institutional Review Board (IRB) permission to conduct the study (see AppehdixdC
receiving permission from the school system to conduct the study utilizirgitisds
and personnel. Upon receiving permission from the school system, initial contatievit
schools was made via the administration at the individual schools. Once verbal
permission to conduct the study was obtained from each of the administrators, two

administrators were interviewed at each of the schools. A technique Gildg2804)

11



described as “snowballing” was utilized in order to obtain access torawveted non-
veteran teacher at each school. Snowballing is a recognized “method of expanding the
sample by asking one informant or participant to recommend others for interyiewi
(Groenwald, 2004, p. 9). The utilization of a snowballing approach resulted in easier
identification of and access to potential research participants. Admioistfedm each
school were asked to recommend a minimum of two veteran and two non-veteran
teachers to take part in the study. This approach enhanced access tdl paitict@ants
following occurrences in which an individual chose to refrain from taking part in the
study.

Data was collected through three primary means: face-to-faceiavts,
participant journals, and quantitative surveys employing a Likert twaeat. The use of
three differing data collection processes was necessary to estabhgulation in this
phenomenological study (Cronin-Davis, Butler, & Mayers, 2009; Denzin, 1970; Denzin,
1978). Participants took part in two interview sessions, an initial interview anida-fol
up interview, in order to allow for an exploration of their individual perceptionteteta
their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. Duhegnitial
interview session, the participants also completed a brief survey designedds sisch
perceptions in a quantifiable manner. Prior to the commencement of the dat@ocollect
phase of the study, two focus group and pilot study sessions were employed in order to
validate the data collection instruments, most notably the interview questions and
subsequent prompts, as well as the quantitative survey instrument. During the initial

interview session, each participant was asked to maintain a personal jowhath he
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or she documented any thoughts, reflections, or personal experiences relatestiudythe
phenomenon. Participant journals were collected during the follow-up interviews.

Data collection entailed interviewing a sample of 28 subjects cordmisseven
veteran teachers, seven non-veteran teachers, and 14 administratogedmyhin the
same northeast Georgia school district. For the purpose of this study, a tedehsar or
administrator was defined as one who had served in the field of education fardagber
seven or more years. A non-veteran educator or administrator, thereferdefiveed as
one with less than seven years of teaching and/or administrative expefieace
inclusion and acknowledgment of both veteran and non-veteran educators and
administrators during the study was essential to adequately exploring tiey@Eren of
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of youth gang indicatorkand ris
factors. By distinguishing between veteran and non-veteran educatoidnainégsaators,
maximum variation sampling was employed in order to utilize a lagjectson of
participants so that aggregate responses would better reflect the studyipogList,
2004). Categorically distinguishing among participants improved upon the focus of the
study and further addressed key research questions by acknowledginglandgthe
unique and shared experiences of the participants.

Lal (1996), Smith (2011), and Crews and Crews (2008) noted the manners in
which teacher preparatory and staff development programs have histdaitatyto
adequately equip teachers and administrators to address episodes of gamysisn sc
Egley et al., (2006) maintained that contemporary youth gang phasesrardiverse
and widespread as compared to any other point in history, and contemporary political

mandates require schools to address issues of academic performance and sthool saf
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differently than in previous years (No Child Left Behind, 2001). Distinguishingdsstw
veteran and non-veteran educators and administrators enabled the exploration and
disclosure of potential discrepancies that existed in terms of practice field of
education, pre-service and post-service training experiences, and percepabiiies
to identify indicators and risk factors of youth gang activity.

Employing a sample of 28 educators and administrators from seven secondary
institutions located within the same school district elicited sharedxifereences that
yielded pertinent insight into common themes (Moustakas, 1994, Vivilaki, 2008),
behaviors, and educator and administrator discernment of their abilitiestidyigeuth
gang indicators and risk factors. Employing a sample size greater than d&subhich
is often considered to be the minimal sample size for a phenomenological study,
increased the likelihood of an in-depth analysis from the responses of thgppaatsic
(Pernecky, 2006). Discovering shared experiences and perceptions of youth gang
indicators and risk factors enabled teachers, administrators, and othercegcati
stakeholders to become aware of common behaviors that facilitate or hinder gang
occurrences in schools. An understanding of such phenomena may prove to be beneficial
in developing and implementing staff development opportunities and other essential
measures necessary to combat and prevent youth gang presences in eduetithgysal s
(Curry et al., 2002; Huff, 2002).

Significance of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was to explore

secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities gnized 0 key

indicators of youth gang participation based upon an inventory of researched and
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documented risk factors and indicators. Escalating youth gang trends and tendawneie
sparked public concern related to the consequences of youth gangs permeating schools
(Capuzzi & Gross, 2004; Esbensen, 2000; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Howell,
1998b; Mahoney, 2010; Smith, 2011). Research conducted by Huff (2002), Curry et al.,
(2002), and Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) suggested that formal trainingesxercis
may prove to be beneficial in assisting educators and administrators with tetiequa
identifying and addressing issues of youth gangs in educational sefithgaigh ample
resources pertaining to youth gangs within general society are cyaeatiable

(Arciaga et al., 2010; Chaskin, 2010; Cooper, 2009; Thibault & Maceri, 2009), a review
of applicable literature yielded a substantial lack of researchigagao formal gang
awareness training for educators and administrators in the areastdfideg and

recognizing youth gang indicators and risk factors (Arciaga et al., 201CkiGh2310;
OAGF, 2009).

The significance of this phenomenological qualitative study was to inviestiga
potential need for gang awareness training among secondary educators amstradons
employed within a suburban northeast Georgia school district located in a geagraphic
area currently experiencing escalating gang problems (NDIC, 2008) r&morted by the
NDIC (2008) indicated that the particular area employed within the studgneounter
worsening gang conditions in coming years. Porter (2008) examined thesoliti
elementary and middle school teachers and administrators to identify keatansliand
risk factors of gang participation. Given the locally-based nature of gdingec(GRIPE,
n.d.) and the present lack of a comprehensive youth gang study in the school district

employed within Porter’s study, this study was conducted in the studg sathe
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suburban northeast Georgia school system utilized within Porter’s studgindtthe
same school system allowed for a deeper exploration and the gainingooé #horough
insight into the perceptions educators and administrators had in relation tdoiltessa
to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. No known gang awareness
implementations, curricular modifications, or any other school or system-wide
modifications had been made as a result of Porter’s findings. This study provided the
school system with a more in-depth examination of educator and administratiesabi
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. As noted by the NDIC (2008).ehe a
employed within this study was experiencing increasing youth gamdstrand
projections suggest worsening gang episodes in future years. Given the lack of
formalized educator and administrator training regarding youth gangtodi@nd risk
factors (Arciaga et al., 2010; Chaskin, 2010; OAGF, 2009), this study may serve to
enlighten the school system as to the need for specific gang awaremasg fnaiong its
faculty and staff.

When examined collectively with the findings of Porter’s (2008) study, tinig/ st
may aid in better equipping the school system in the generation of future staff
development exercises or curricular modifications. This study spabjifigelded results
indicative of a definitive need for formal gang awareness training éonsary educators
and administrators. While Porter’s study was sufficient in terms of provading
descriptive analysis of elementary and middle school teacher and admoniabilities
to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors, the quantitative desigm stuiaky
restricted the nature of participant responses. The population for her stleltentg

secondary educators and administrators, who interact more frequently withtstingé
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are targeted for gang recruitment (Egley & O’Donnell, 2009; Howell, 280%;ell et
al., 2002; NGIC, 2009; Starbuck et al., 2001). This study served to highlight the
increasing need for all educational stakeholders, including educators, ddtorss
parents, and law enforcement personnel, to collaboratively undergo informaitnegtr
sessions related to the risk factors and indicators of youth gang involvementediogsi
the natures in which the dynamics of youth gangs have historically varied from one
geographical region to another (Bell & Lim, 2005; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Fleisher,
2005; Klein, 2005), this study could serve as a basis for other researchers and school
systems to investigate the impacts of youth gangs in schools and to develop and
implement future staff development initiatives.
Significance of the Study to the Field of L eader ship

This phenomenological study was highly significant to the educational leaders
employed within the school district selected for this research study. fibel system
employed within this study functioned under site-based management @actigae to
each school. This approach enabled individual school administrators to largeigrfunc
autonomously in terms of selecting and allocating human and financial resources
(Grauwe, 2005). Educational leaders in each of the schools employed in thisadudy
the capacity to address administrator and educator practices in mannesaneie
enhance educational settings and outcomes for all students. According to Cottingham
(2008), the effective implementation of necessary changes within schools ecbitnddt
leaders recognize issues and concerns of school environments. Public schooldyrequent
serve as a focal point of gang activity (Esbensen et al., 2004; Ramseg@d3; Tozer

et al., 2005), and research indicates that the presence and activity of youtingangs
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schools directly correlate with negative consequences such as acadeoptah,
episodes of violence, and general delinquency (CMHS, 2007; Garza, 1993; Gottfredson
& Gottfredson, 2001; Howell, 2006; NCES, 2006; OJJDP, 2009b; Smith, 2011).

A phenomenological research methodology was applicable to this study, for it
revealed the perceptions and lived experiences of secondary educators anstradons
related to gang indicators and risk factors. The revelation and exploratiorhof suc
experiences and perceptions may better enable transformational leadéuenhce,
formulate, and implement effective teacher and administrator trainirggsohnd
procedures related to youth gangs in schools. Transformational leadery peiglinal
empowerment in order to evoke constructive changes within an organizatioingl set
(Al-Mailam, 2004). This phenomenological research study significantly boiéd to
the capacities educational leaders have in regards to formulating and impigment
transformational change by highlighting the perceptions and lived expesiehc
secondary educators and administrators in terms of youth gang indicatorkdactois.

The impacts of gangs in schools are discernible in a variety of formsgingl
delinquent and non-delinquent acts (Chaskin, 2010; Cooper, 2009; Esbensen & Tusinski,
2007; Goldson, 2011; Howell, 2010a; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Laster, 2011; NCES, 2010;
Washington State, 2010). Educational leaders may, therefore, employ the d&i@ der
from this study in manners that may further educational practices, impoyais
security, and enhance student output.
Situation to Self
At the time of this study, | was employed as a social studies instruchogls

safety coordinator, wrestling coach, and administrative assistant withsthool system
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examined in this study. As a former student of this particular school systevell as a

12 year veteran employee of the system, | had witnessed many chahgesw school
district firsthand. Reflecting upon my days as a high school student, | could albarec
single instance of gang violence or any gang occurrences being depdHia the

system. While | do not dare to assert that such issues did not exist, | mustt g@anth
episodes were minimal and virtually unheard of. The county was largely rural, rag&l ga
were thought to be primarily confined to inner city areas in places such asgaAfMier

my high school graduation, | became a community wrestling coach so that | could
continue serving at my alma mater. Upon graduating college, | becamditutaibs
teacher for the school system, which provided me with the opportunity to witness the
gang phenomenon outside of my home school. After serving two months as a substitute
teacher, | was hired as a full-time teacher at my alma mater.

My first two years of teaching were marked by several incidents involauathy
gangs, and | will openly admit that | was in no way prepared to address thia@ tiai
issues. At no point had | received any instruction or training pertaining tachiolentify
gangs, how to address gang issues, or why youth gangs had formed such a significant
presence in the local community in a short period of time. As a new teacher, | found
myself working with a student whose fellow gang members had been convicted of raping
and murdering a 13-year-old girl, and he openly discussed such issues in a nonchalant
manner. Another student had a 15-year-old brother who had been arrested on two counts
of felony murder for his participation in a gang-related drive-by shoo#ivid
recollections of her sharing the story of her brother’s arrest with othenssudéile

showing virtually no emotion, filled my mind throughout this research process. Yet
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another student was arrested for armed robbery, for he held a gun to the back of a cab
driver's head as a fellow gang member robbed the driver. It seemedah iveek, and

at times what seemed like each day, brought about new reports of gang incidents and
violence within the community.

| firmly believed that there had to be more that could be done to counter the
rapidly growing effects of youth gangs. | thought that for every violanggnember
who could not be reached; there were probably countless others who could be helped if
only teachers like me and other school officials knew what they were seeirgatly
what to do about it. Ironically, | had similar thoughts as this phenomenologicalveasdy
conducted. As a teacher, | always believed that was my job to help thosessinchesd,
to teach those believed to be “unteachable,” and to open doors of opportunity that would
not otherwise exist for students. | strongly believed that if teachers emdistlators had
even the most basic levels of gang awareness training, we would havebseembly
more equipped to address the needs of our students, classrooms, and schools. Despite
what | perceived as a dire need for school officials, formalized trainingipieg to
youth gang indicators and risk factors was not common practice. Sadly,thevas
students, both with and without gang affiliation, which must pay the educational,
personal, and social price for the inactivity of school officials.

The interest in this interpretive phenomenological research topic was founded
upon experienced and witnessed occurrences involving the implications of youshirgang
schools. There was a considerable need for educators and administrators toestdeowl
the presence of gangs, as well as to understand the foundational components of gang

structures. School officials must develop and utilize a comprehensive gangessaaad
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intervention program in order to counteract the effects of youth gangs in s(ibeséx,
2007; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; Ramsey et al., 2003; Smith, 2011). My primary goal
throughout this interpretive phenomenological research study was to provide an outlet in
which educators and administrators could voice their perceptions and experiences in
order to highlight and facilitate effective reforms to pre-servicehteratraining programs
and staff development exercises. By employing an interpretive phenomeablogic
approach the essence of educator and administrator perceptions of youth gamgsndicat
and risk factors was explored and defined in a manner relevant to the school system
employed within this study. This approach made the reality of educatodandistrator
perceptions and experiences more recognizable and more thoroughly understood
(Adolfsson, 2010).
Resear ch Questions

Research questions are essential features of a study, for thejosguice
research efforts by influencing the overall study design and outliningatfacal points
of the study (Creswell, 2003; Johnson & Christensen, 2000). Qualitative research
guestions are open-ended, and they entail the collection of an assortment of data that
assists in the formation of conclusions (Creswell, 2005). Research questioradlgener
serve to restate the purpose of the study in question format so that the reseaycher m
examine particular data upon which one may formulate conclusions (Creswell, 2003;
Johnson & Christensen, 2000). In order to explore the perceptions secondary educators
and administrators hold in regard to their abilities to recognize key indicGatdrrisk
factors associated with youth gang activity, this study was framéeeldpllowing

research questions:
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RQ1: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify key indicators of youth gang agtinia
suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ2: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify fundamental risk factors assediwith youth
gang activity in a suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ3: How do educators and administrators perceive their pre-service traiding a
professional development exercises in regard to their abilities tafydent
indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang activity in a suburban
northeast Georgia school system?
RQ4: Based upon personal experiences and observations, what primary indicators
and risk factors of youth gang activity do educators and administratoreyadpl
within a suburban northeast Georgia school system view as being most influential
within their respective schools?
Definitions
The use of operational terms related to this study mandates the discldseye of
definitions for the purpose of clarification and understanding. This section thigers
definitions of key terminology that will be consistently employed throughosit thi
phenomenological research study. Youth gang terminology often entails non-uniform
meanings among gang researchers (Fisher et al., 2008; Gottfredsorfr&dsott, 2001;
Pitts, 2009), thereby warranting the articulation of explicit definitions ume@ims
employed within the study. According to Creswell (2003), the disclosure of such

definitions may assist readers in formulating an overall understandihgg of t
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phenomenological research study. The following operational definitions depict key
terminology consistently used throughout this research study.

Administratoris a term assigned to someone who “administers the affairs of an
organization, official body, etcetera” (Dictionary.com, 2011a). For the punddhes
study, the term administrator will refer to one officially designated grincipal or an
assistant principal of a school.

Educator Educator is a term assigned to someone who is “involved in planning
or directing education,” (Dictionary.com, 2011b) especially a teacherh&quirpose of
the study, the term educator will be used synonymously with the term teacher.

Gang tattoosGang tattoos are tattoos placed upon the body in order to depict
membership in a specific gang (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Graffiti: Graffiti refers to graphic representations, such as drawings, writings, or
paintings, applied to public property without approval (Georgia Gang Investigators,
2001).

Hand signsHand signs are and gestures used to express words, signals, or other
underlying meanings, and such gestures are often used as a form of communication
among gang members (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Non-veteran educator/administratddon-veteran educator/administrator is a
term, which for the purpose of this study, denotes one with fewer than sevenfyears o
experience within the field of education.

Pre-service trainingPre-service training a term used to describe the
experiences, observations, and training exercises one undergoes in prepakscmte

a teacher (Virginia Wesleyan College, n.d.).
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Professional developmerrofessional developmeista term, for the purpose of
the study, used to describe structured programs or training exercisésapedesigned
to target key issues within educational settings. Professional developmelst entai
“‘comprehensive, sustained, and intensive approach[es] to improving teachers’ and
principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (Nationél 3¢&elopment
Council, 2011).

Snowballing:Snowballing refers is a “method of expanding the sample by asking
one informant or participant to recommend others for interviewing” (Groehn®a04, p.

9).

Turf: Turf refers to the specific property or specified boundaries within which a
gang declares ownership and control (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Veteran educator/administratox.eteran educator/administrator is a term, which
for the purpose of this study, denotes one with seven or more years of experience withi
the field of education.

Youth gangYouth gang is a term that refers to a “self-formed association of
peers having the following characteristics: three or more members,..eaamhsome
sense of identity, . . . some degree of permanence and organization, and an elevated level
of involvement in delinquent or criminal activity” (NYGC, 2006, 12).

Youth gang indicatorYouth gang indicatois a term used to denote physical
signs and visual observations indicative of cooperation with, actions of, and/or the

general presence of youth gangs (Howell & Lynch, 2000).
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Youth gang risk factoryouth gang risk factois a term that refers to one or more
interacting factors that contributes to the likelihood of one joining a gang or the
expansion of gang issues (National Gang Center, 2010).

Assumptions

An assumption is a reasonable expectation that is believed to be true, yet no
sufficient evidence exists to confirm the principle (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). As i
common within a phenomenological qualitative research design, there were key
assumptions involved in this study. The first underlying assumption was that the
interview questions (see Appendix D) and overall interview process wableradd
dependable in terms of accurately investigating secondary educator andsadtomi
perceptions of youth gang indicators and risk factors. As noted by Golafshani (2003),
concepts of credibility and dependability are not universal and concrete itateali
studies. Concepts of credibility and dependability in qualitative researoh iypao the
precision, trustworthiness, and applicability of the research (Golafshani, 206tl,
1997; Winter, 2000). Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted that researcher neutrality,
research confirmability, and the consistency of data sufficiently meetriteria of
establishing credibility in qualitative studies. Credibility and dependlite congruent
in qualitative research (Golafshani, 2003); thus, an adequate demonstration olitgredibi
is satisfactory in terms of establishing dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 12&%on,

2002). A pilot study employing teachers and administrators was conductedite &res
credibility and dependability of the interview questions and overall intgrprecess. |

will also bracket his personal views, experiences, and opinions out of the study in order
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to ensure neutrality. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, ricgbpats
were afforded the opportunity to review all recorded data in order to ensuiqrec

Other assumptions were formulated by the use of a convenience sample. |
assumed that all participants were willing to participate, all questierss answered
honestly, and sufficient time was allotted for interview completion. In ordersiore
honesty, participation in the study was strictly voluntary, and all individualtses
remained confidential. To further enhance confidentiality, the names ofdnédlvi
participants were not be collected, reported, or disclosed in any manneteinacor
address time constraints and participant availability, the interviess gonducted at a
time and location deemed personally convenient by the individual study participaats
final assumption was that the interview results accurately refleaquketiceptions
secondary educators and administrators from a specific northeast Geboghdistrict
possess in terms their abilities to recognize key indicators and risksfattgouth gang
activity. Attempts to ensure the accuracy of participant responsesnaeeby
maintaining the voluntary nature of the study, allowing for the conduction of intexrvie
at times and locations personally convenient for the participants, and by allowing
participants to review any recorded or transcribed records prior to thysiardl
collected data.
Scope

The scope of this study consisted of a phenomenological qualitative research
study that was conducted in a suburban northeast Georgia school district. Active
secondary educators and administrators employed within the given schoot did&d

in the collection of data. Each of the seven secondary institutions located within the
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school system were represented by a group of four participants, witigreagh
consisting of two administrators and two teachers. The data derived from this
phenomenological research study was extrapolated to represent the scleoolasyat
whole. The primary focus of this phenomenological study involved the shared
educational experiences and perceptions that educators and administratonselzdidin
to youth gang indicators and risk factors within educational settings. Tl \sts
designed so that it would be replicable by other researchers, at other edutatelaabr
within other school districts.
Summary

Gang activity is prevalent in the majority of urban high schools in the United
States (Lassiter & Perry, 2009; NCES, 2010; Peterson, 2004), and gang presences and
interactions render detrimental consequences for youth (Dishion et al., 28@B)mary
social institutions, schools are often centers for youth gang interactiodeiiKR007; Pai
et al., 2005). Schools are frequently utilized by youth gangs as centezsriotment,
drug trafficking, and numerous other activities that extend from stre¢EBfgensen et
al., 2004). Miller (1982) proclaimed that the presence and activity of youth gangs
educational settings pose considerable threats to the overall levels obpbgtety and
functional capabilities of schools. Struyk (2006) insisted that gangs fostsvaonment
of intimidation and fear, which adversely impacts student learning. Unreedgan
unaddressed gang activity within schools may also emasculate cruetglreabsures
(Essex, 2007; Miller, 1982). Consequently, educational leaders must proactikely see
combat youth gang progression by identifying and effectively targgaing members

during the earliest possible phases of gang membership (DOJ, 2006; Essex, 2Q07; Huff

27



2002; Struyk, 2006). In order to do so, school leaders must gain better insight into how
and why gangs develop, as well as the key indicators and risk factors asboatat
gang affiliation (Klein & Maxson, 2006).

Educational settings are increasingly becoming focal points forayinty
(DOJ, 2006; Esbensen et al., 2004; Ramsey et al., 2003; Tozer et al., 2005). Educators
and administrators often hesitate to acknowledge and contend with gangassues f
variety of reasons, including a lack of specialized training, potential negareeptions
that could arise concerning the school, and fears of potential parental and community
reactions (Curry & Decker, 2003; Esbensen et al., 2004; Manwaring, 2005; Sharkey et
al., 2011; White, 2007). Failure to adequately identify and address gang presence and
gang-related activity in schools may yield diminished learning enviroranent
proliferation of gang activities, and deteriorated safety measures andliti@gahi
school settings (Esbensen et al., 2004; Essex, 2007; Ramsey et al., 2003). The proble
that was addressed in this study was that secondary educators and adongwséie not
typically acquainted with key indicators of gang activity (see Appendixér)did they
generally recognize and acknowledge known risk factors (see Appendix Bhilityeta
recognize and act upon indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang
involvement is essential to developing and implementing vital gang suppression,
intervention, and prevention initiatives within public high schools (Curry et al., 2002;
Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006).

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study was to
investigate secondary educator and administrator perceptions of théiesholi

recognize fundamental risk factors and indicators of youth gang affiliatiarsuburban
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northeast Georgia school district. The study employed a convenience sanvaé de
from a population of 27 administrators and 464 certified staff members employed wit
seven secondary schools located within the same northeast Georgia schoblTdst
study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach in order to iascerta
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities to rexogniz
fundamental indicators (see Appendix A) and risk factors (see Appendix litedfi

with youth gang involvement. Examining the potential trends, behaviors, and significa
differences that may have existed among educator and adminipgeteptions related

to their abilities to distinguish key risk factors and indicators may bdibehen
developing improved staff development opportunities and awareness initiativesldevise
to assist in gang identification, intervention, suppression, and prevention meashires w
secondary educational settings (Curry et al., 2002; Huff, 2002).

Since the 1990s, elevated occurrences of youth gang activities and violence have
spurred public concerns pertaining to gang influences in schools (Huff, 2002; Mahoney,
2010). Research suggests that enhanced training for educators and admsmeagtor
serve to deter gang-related episodes in schools (Curry et al., 2002; Howell, 1998a,;
Howell, 2010a; Huff, 2002; Smith, 2011). As noted by Porter (2008), a comprehensive
study pertaining to educator and administrator abilities to recognikeyhadicators
and risk factors of youth gangs in the school system that will be studiedastburr
lacking. The need for comprehensive gang studies and enhanced educator and
administrator training at a system-wide level will be supported on a mugr lzasis

thorough review of pertinent literature.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This study addressed secondary educator and administrator abilitiesgimizeco
key indicators and risk factors of youth gang involvement and activity within écluaiat
settings. Research indicates that educator and administrator atolitestify, suppress,
and prevent gang initiatives in educational settings is often lacking (Guaty 2002;
Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; Sharkey et al., 2010; Struyk, 2006; White, 2007). The
purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study was to investigate the
perceptions of secondary educators and administrators in relation to theesatalit
recognize fundamental indicators and risk factors associated with yoigh ga
involvement in a suburban northeast Georgia school district. Chapter Two will discuss
pertinent literature pertaining to the research questions, historical oveydestent
findings, and the gaps in literature, as well as address the independent, dependent, and
intervening variables. The review of literature will explore multiple tgyraental
theories and perspectives in order to gain better insight into youth gangiéorma
member involvement, and daily activities. An assortment of data will discloseousne
perspectives on gang involvement, proliferation, and identified risk factors, leaswel
how leadership accountability and professional development might serve to enhance
educator and administrator awareness and overall campus safety within gbdilss
Title Sear ches, Articles, Resear ch Documents, and Journals

A substantial quantity of scholarly information and research data relagedtto
gang activity, gang proliferation, and school implications is accessshig jformation

pertaining to youth gang suppression, intervention, and prevention strategies. Gpnverse
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current research studies have neglected to definitively address winetiearsed abilities
and perceptions of administrators and educators in relation to key indicators of youth
gang activity and involvement might aid in gang intervention efforts in sch®dols.
literature review pertaining to the problem statement, purpose of the study, @adhes
variables was conducted, and the employment of topical studies, most notably gang
awareness, risk factors, related theories and models, leadership accoynaaiolit
professional development, was utilized to enhance research efforts. Theingderl
purpose of this study was to explore the present and emerging trends rejagith to
gangs and to encourage future research studies pertaining to the topic. An enhanced
understanding of youth gangs and their impacts on schools may serve to assist in the
overall reduction of youth gang presences within educational settingsr(RP&08).

The key terms associated with topical studies included, but were notllimjte
youth gangs, juvenile deviance, deviant peer associations, gang interveation, g
prevention, and gang suppression. Likewise, topical studies also centered on
psychological learning theories, school leadership, and professional degatdpm
educators. Literature pertaining to school safety and the implications@pgesences
within schools were also explored. The search for information related to yemghk g
employed numerous sources including peer-reviewed journals from multiple @éstabas
most notably EBSCOHost, ProQuest, ERIC, and Questia. Information wastisoegl
from a multitude of books, peer-reviewed publications, government reports, and digital
copies of dissertations. Research materials were obtained from mettasat the
University of Georgia, Gainesville State College, Piedmont Collegeitted] County

School System media services, and [omitted] County public library servicesudlge s
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made use of numerous articles retrieved from industry and governmentalé¥/ebsit
including the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Bureau of
Justice Statistics, the National Crime Victimization Survey, andisteéute for
Intergovernmental Research. Personal contact and interviews conducteamwith |
enforcement personnel and local gang specialists were also conducted io gatbet
further information pertaining to youth gang trends and issues at a local level.
What Constitutesa Youth Gang

There is a longstanding tradition of disagreement pertaining to thegrecis
definition of the ternyouth gangFisher et al., 2008; Henry, 2009; Pitts, 2009; Smith,
2011; Spergel, 1990). Combating the emergence and existence of local and national
youth gangs has, therefore, been complicated by the absence of a univeceailgch
definition (Borg & Dalla, 2005; Fisher et al., 2008; Henry, 2009; Howell, 1994; Howell,
2000; Miller, 2001; OJJIDP, 1997; Pitts, 2009; Smith, 2011). The aforementioned works
reference the incessant complications, ranging in nature from identiéyoagtbating
the presence of gangs, associated with ambiguous definitions of youth garaysimcc
to the National Youth Gang Center (NYGC) (2006), the characteristics anticspeci
behaviors of youth gangs typically vary both across and within distinct geogrlphic
regions. Egley, Howell, and Major (2006), as well as Klein (1995) and Weisel (2002),
concurred with the NYGC, asserting that the majority of communal gang m®ues
predominantly and inherently byproducts of domestic issues. This yields various
characteristics and behaviors that are often unique and innate among and within loca
gangs. Consequently, “state and local jurisdictions tend to develop their owtiaesini

of what constitutes a youth gang (Robertson, 2008, p. 13). The viewpoints and concerns
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upon which local entities define and describe youth gangs serve to hinder reseagch (B
& Dalla, 2005; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; O’Donnell et al., 2009),
for as noted by Wyrick (2006), “community members frequently have a very different
perspective on gangs than law enforcement and educators and social servicesprovider
may still have different perspectives” (p. 57).

Citing numerous prominent gang researchers who have generated individual
definitions of a youth gang, Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) outlined the general
trends researchers often follow in terms identifying key facets and aeltegoups that
constitute a gang. Researchers frequently cite mutual interests, isragsiociations,
and specific actions of youth groups as being factors that comprise a garggl&nd
Chance (1993) insisted that gangs are somewhat organized structuresuhdedrey
common interests for a considerable duration. According to these resealeheial
statuses, actions, and interests of such factions yield common views of the groups as
being gangs among both gang and non-gang individuals. Spergel and Curry (1990)
insisted that youth gangs are generally better organized than delincugrd,gand youth
gangs often have established traditions and rituals not evident in delinquentopgst g
Miller (1992) and Howell (1997) offered similar definitions, claiming that gagdngs
consist of self-formed groups with internal leadership, territorial cleamd continual
association based upon common interests. A review of pertinent literature it dinzte
Howell (1997), Spergel (1995), and Miller (1992) were among the most cited gang
researchers; thus, their definitions of youth gangs tend to be foundational components
upon which other researchers and agencies typically develop their own functional

definitions. While common bonds do exist among the views and definitions of many,
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researchers frequently express discrepancies in their views pertaitimggdegree of
organization youth gangs exhibit (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001).

Given the lack of a common definition, researchers often manipulate the
explanation of a youth gang to better suit their research efforts (Fisker2008;
Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Pitts, 2009).”In some respects, the definitions of youth
gang[s] used in some research appear to be devised so that it is unobjectionable to
respondents who may have varying personal and organizational views on what
constitutes a gang” (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001, p. 4). In order to better refine the
characterization of youth gangs, Moore (1998) offered three criteriaithat
distinguishing youth gangs from other youth groups. According to Moore, gang@sposs
unique structures and norms that specifically identify those associatetthevghoup.

Youth gangs also build and act upon common acculturation factors, resulting in the gang
mentality being more persuasive than conventional socialization forces sutinals s
families, and other community groups. Gangs also emphasize hierarchicalrss that

are based upon recruitment of new members, active involvement for all members
regardless of status within the gang, and an expression of respect andidolyagher

ranking constituents within the gang.

Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) asserted that effective researchoopdyat
defines youth gangs based upon group organization, identifiable factors suchss color
defined territories, symbols, and the nature and degree of the activities raeviiliegly
engage in. For the purpose of this study, the t@uth gangcorresponded with the

accepted definition provided by the National Youth Gang Center. According to the
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NYGC (2006), a division of the Institute for Governmental Research, a youth gang is
defined as the following:

A self-formed association of peers having the following charactevigtiree or

more members, generally ages 12 to 24; a name and some sense of identity,

generally indicated by such symbols as style of clothing, graffiti, amd $igns;

some degree of permanence and organization; and an elevated level of

involvement in delinquent or criminal activity. (12)
Historical Overview of Youth Gangsin the United States

The origins of youth gangs in the United States are unclear. Spergel (1985)
insisted that no one truly knows “how far back the gang problem can be traced in the
United States, however, gangs and their problems may be as old as human lpisi@ry” (
Documentation does exist to support the claim of American youth gangs bevegract
numerous cities for more than a century (Curry & Decker, 2003; Kinnear, 2009;, Miller
2001; Sullivan, 2005; Thibault et al., 2009). Osman (1992) suggests that American youth
gangs have been operational since tH2cEhtury. Numerous researchers support this
claim, asserting that the prevalence of youth gangs began escalatirggtdanpost-
revolutionary period in the 1790s (Howell, 1998a; Sante, 1991; Sheldon, 1898). Many
contend that early American youth gangs spawned from those that originateglande
and Ireland (Dolan & Finney, 1984). Such gangs relocated to various U. S. cities,
primarily New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, as European immigration increased
during the Industrial Revolution (Curry & Decker, 1998; Howell, 1998a; Miller, Maxs
& Klein, 2001; Sante, 1991; Sanchez-Jankowski, 2003; Spergel, 1995). Other researchers

theorize that initial American youth gangs stemmed from Mexican imnigfeeeing
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Mexico during the nation’s struggle for independence from Spain (Howell, 1998a;
Rodriguez, 2005; Vigil, 1999). Rodriguez (2005) asserted that harsh treatment and
discrimination endured by Mexican-Americans during the post-Mexican Rsrokra
spawned youth organizations that served as forerunners to American youthngduegs i
1950s. According to the NGIC (2009), the predecessors of many modern gangs
developed as organizations seeking political and social reforms duringvithRi@its
Movement of the 1960s.

Despite their possible origins, the existence and specific characseois
American youth gangs seemingly parallel trends associated with ratiaig poverty,
and urbanization (Kinnear, 2009; Krohn & Thornberry, 2008; Miller et al., 2001;
Sanchez-Jankowski, 2003). Curry and Decker (2003), as well as O’'Donnell et al. (2009),
indicate that American youth gangs have undergone conspicuous phases of gewth (se
Table 1) and activity, and such phases have yielded discrepancies haathtgang
patterns, growth, and formation. Prior to the 1970s, gang violence was primaitiy lim
to territorial conflicts; and the use and availability of weaponry amonthygangs was
often limited (Fagan, 1990; Howell & Decker, 1999; Klein, 1995). Notable public and
political awareness of youth gangs emerged in the 1960s, however, as the nation
underwent an upsurge of concern pertaining to violent crime (Miller, 2001). $Hngi
markets for illicit drugs during the 1970s and 1980s resulted in significant
transformations within youth gangs (Fagan, 1990; Howell & Decker, 1999; Klein, 1995).
Research indicates that as entrepreneurial opportunities developed witiséacdeug
sales and trafficking, youth gangs evolved into more organized structunesevéased

tendencies towards violence compared to youth gangs at any other point in American
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history (Fagan, 1993; Howell, 1998a; Howell & Decker, 1999; Miller, 1992; NGIC,

2009; FSDS, 1999; Sanchez-Jankowski, 1991; Taylor, 1989; Weisel, 2002).
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Table 1:

Estimated Volume of Gangs in the United States

Researcher/Agency Year Number of Gan@kang Members

Miller 1975 760-2,700 28,500-81,500
Miller 1982 2,285 97,940
Spergel & Curry 1988 1,439 120,636
Currry, Ball, & Fox 1992 4,881 249,324
NYGS 1996 30,800 846,500
NYGS 1997 30,500 816,000
NYGS 1998 28,700 780,000
NYGS 1999 26,200 840,500
NYGS 2000 24,700 772,500
NYGS 2001 23,500 693,500
NYGS 2002 21,800 731,500
NYGS 2003 20,100 710,500
NYGS 2004 24,000 760,000
NYGS 2005 26,700 789,500
NYGS 2006 27,300 785,000
NYGS 2007 27,300 788,000
NYGS 2008 27,900 774,000

Note The National Youth Gang Survey (NYGS) originated in 1996. The National Youth
Gang Center merged with the National Gang Center in 2009, marking the lasttmublica
of NYGS statistics such as individual youth gang and membership numbers.

The historical progression of youth gangs has been marked by significant changes

in the structures and criminal patterns exhibited by gang members, #gpececent
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decades (Klein, 2005; O’'Donnell et al., 2009; Spergel, 1995; Sullivan, 2005). According
to Miller (2001), the latter portions of the2@entury were defined by significant
escalations in youth gang proliferation and activity.”"Most gangs formedjor ©iges
and expanded into neighboring communities during the 1970s, continued their expansion
in the 1980s, and launched into a full-scale migration during the 1990s” (NGIC, 2009, p.
4). In the 1970s, 19 states reported gang problems compared to all 50 states and
Washington, DC in the late 1990s (Miller, 2001). Miller (2001) maintained that by the
late 1990s, 60% of all American cities and 90% of all counties had experienced a
significant increase in the presence and activity of youth gangs. idaesgrchers assert
that the surge of youth gangs peaked in the mid to late 1990’s, but trends began reversing
at the turn of the century (Egley & O’'Donnell, 2009; Howell, 2006; Miller, 2001; NGIC,
2009). The decline in reported gang problems is largely credited to enhanced federal,
state, and local crackdowns on multi-level gangs and drug cartels (NGIC, 2009). The
decline of youth gangs and their associated troubles, however, was short-ligadgas
enrollment and proliferation began escalating once again in 2001 (Egley & O’Donnell,
2007; Krohn & Thornberry, 2008). The NGIC (2009) supported this claim, noting a 13%
increase in the number of law enforcement agencies reporting garnty actiheir
jurisdictions from 2004 to 2008. Research indicates that 32. 4% of all cities contaén acti
youth gangs (NCES, 2010). Egley et al. (2010) asserted that 45% of all uitiegesd
report worsening gang problems. Espelage and De La Rue (2011) reported that upwards
of 37% of all current gang members are under the age of 18.

Contemporary youth gangs. The dynamics of youth gangs have historically

varied from one geographical region to another (Bell & Lim, 2005; Fleisher, 20615, K
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2005). Bell and Lim (2005) noted that gang structures are constantly evolving, breaking
the stereotypical views of traditional gangs. Often believed to be confined to veban a
modern youth gangs are proliferating into suburban and rural areas (seeZ[ab& 4)
(Egley et al., 2010; Henry, 2009; Howell, Egley, & Gleason, 2002; Kinnear, 2009;
Starbuck, Howell, & Lindquist, 2001). As youth gangs have expanded their ranges into
less populated areas, they have also grown more complex and multicultural (Henry, 2009;
Howell et al., 2002; Howell, 2010). Modern youth gangs tend to be less territorial than
their traditional predecessors, and youth gangs are becoming increasinglynaods in

the sense that they are not affiliated with larger gang networks (Kleearian, &
Thornberry, 2006; Robertson, 2008). Research indicates that youth affiliated with gangs
partake in increased levels of delinquent and criminal activity compared to those not
affiliated with gangs (Klein, 2005; NYGC, 2006; Swahn et al., 2010), and studies
indicate that aggression levels are more likely to increase in youth gang rm&mbe
compared to non-gang youth (Craig et al., 2002). Borg and Dalla (2005) assdrted tha
contemporary youth gangs constitute the most prevalent adolescent group in terms of
criminal activity. According to Klein and Maxson (2006), violent tendencies among
youth gang members have escalated in recent decades. Victimizag®oamaing youth
affiliated with gangs are also significantly higher than those with no gthitigtion, yet
victimization rates for both gang and non-gang youth are expected to inaseasesult

of modern trends associated with youth gangs (Flores, 2006; Swahn et al., 2010).
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Table 2:

Dispersion of Youth Gangs by Area Type

Area Type Percentage of Youth Gangs
Larger Cities (population > 100,000) 40.7
Smaller Cities (population < 100,000) 33.5
Suburban Counties 19.9
Rural Counties 5.9

Note Data contained in this table was generated by the NYGC (2009) based upon the
2008 NYGS.
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Table 3:

Distribution of Youth Gang Members by Area Type

Area Type Percentage of Youth Gangs
Larger Cities (population > 100,000) 55.9
Smaller Cities (population < 100,000) 16.8
Suburban Counties 25.0
Rural Counties 2.3

Note Data contained in this table was generated by the NYGC (2009) based upon the
2008 NYGS.
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Table 4:

Percentage of Change in Estimated Numbers of Youth Gang Membership by Area Type
(2002-2007)

Area Type Percentage of Youth Gangs
Larger Cities (population > 100,000) -0.7
Smaller Cities (population < 100,000) +34.0
Suburban Counties +12.2
Rural Counties +36.2
Overall Estimate in Study Population +7.7

Note Data contained in this table was generated by the NYGC (2009) based upon the
results of the National Youth Gang Surveys conducted from 2002-2007.

Current youth gang membership in the United States is conservativelytedtima
at one million members (Egley et al., 2010; NCES, 2010; NGIC, 2009). While figures
reported by agencies such as the NYGC are considerably lower, many thiesmirgang
statistics are much higher than those reported due to vague and varying definitions
incarceration rates of gang members, and other institutional factorsdinit iggang
assessments (Egley et al., 2010; NCES, 2010; NGIC, 2009). As noted by Weisel (2002),
modern youth gangs are adaptive, capable of disseminating leadership and aogahizat
roles in order to maintain a continuous existence. The “current cycle of ganty &
different than in previous eras as it is spread across more cities, is mong, @oteis
more deeply entrenched than was the case [in] earlier [years]” (Egley 2006, p. 330).
Once thought to be primarily an urban phenomenon entailing predominantly minority
males, current youth gangs are experiencing a surge in rural aregangscare

becoming increasingly diverse in terms of ethnicity and gender (Eg@ip&nnell,
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2009; Egley et al., 2006; FSDS, 1999; Howell, 2009; Howell et al., 2002; NGIC, 2009;
Starbuck et al., 2001; Weisel, 2002). Contemporary American youth gangs are more
likely to consist of middle-class teens than traditional youth gangs, and anug$ @re

also more likely to incorporate females into various ranks of gang adqtngys &

Crews, 2008; Howell, 2006). Present-day gangs are highly mobile, and they often have
substantial access to weaponry (Egley & O’Donnell, 2006; Egley et al., 280&,F

1999; Howell, 2009; NGIC, 2009; Weisel, 2002). Numerous researchers note direct
correlations between gang membership and criminal tendencies, as weteésgioos
between gang activity and victimization rates (Egley & O’Donnell, 200&y&gf al.,

2006; Flores, 2006; FSDS, 1999; Howell, 2009; NGIC, 2009; Weisel, 2002). The
proliferation of gangs and their increasing impacts on society have intengpecially

in the past decade, warranting further demands for research-based prevention,
intervention, and suppression strategies (Egley & O’'Donnell, 2006; Egley 20@6;
Esbensen & Weerman, 2005; FSDS, 1999; Gordon, Lahey, Kawai, Stouthamer-Loeber,
& Farrinton, 2004; Howell, 2009; NGIC, 2009; Reisman, 2006; Sharpe, 2003;
Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Smith, & Tobin, 2003; Weisel, 2002).

Gang Trends and Related L egislation in Georgia.

The previous four decades have been characterized by major shifts in the
prevalence and patterns of youth gangs in the United States. Miller (2001) ar@EBe N
(2010) noted that all states and the District of Columbia report significant gaivigips.
Such issues are also notable at the county and city levels, for approximately &0% o
counties and 60% of all major cities in the United States report presencaseifaath

gangs (Miller, 2001; NYGC, 2008). The NCES (2010) reported that more than 33% of all
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jurisdictions within the United States report increasing gang issuerfadygj the South
IS experiencing increasing youth gang trends. The South ranks as the second most
populous gang region in the United States; the South ranked last in this category in the
1970s (Miller, 2001). NGIC (2009) reports indicate that 68% of all jurisdictions in the
Southeast contain a solidified presence of gang activity. Located in thehte
Southeast, Georgia is not immune to the influences and impacts of youth gangs (DOJ,
2006). In 2001, Georgia ranked second in terms of states with the largest number of
counties reporting the presences of active gangs (Miller, 2001). Accugasuras
pertaining to definitive gang measures on a state-by-state basis islguaaahg,
however, due to varying descriptions and evaluative criteria pertainingdisglyewhat
constitutes a youth gang (Kinnear, 2009; Klein & Maxson, 2006; O’ Donnell et al., 2009)
Gang trendsin Georgia. Miller (2001) identified seven primary causes of the
surge in youth gang activity in Georgia and across the United States. Expaadkegsm
for illicit drugs, immigration trends, gang networks and alliances, andmganrgtion are
identifiable factors in the expansion of youth gangs, as are governmentydheie
decline of traditional household structures, and gang subcultures being portrayed by
popular media. The NGIC (2009) cited lucrative drug markets, increased Hispanic
immigration, and the migration of Hispanic gangs as the chief causesatbfgang
expansion in the Southeast, including Georgia. Torpy and Visser (2009), as well as the
NDIC (2008), argued that the combined effects of socio-cultural shifts due to
gentrification in low-income areas and a reduction in public housing units in raasy p
of Georgia are making gang issues more prevalent. The two contended tisat@aang

been displaced by the demise of public housing units, and the current presence of
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affluence in traditionally poor communities is enhancing the likelihood and alfure
criminal activity. The culmination of such factors in Georgia is the expansion and
migration of youth gangs (NDIC, 2008; Torpy & Visser, 2009).

The precise number of youth gangs, as well as the number of actual gang
members, in Georgia is unknown (Torpy & Visser, 2009). Law enforcement tsgima
indicate that the Atlanta metropolitan area alone contains at least 58abdatfangs
(NDIC, 2006), but a lack of comprehensive gang research and the shifting natou¢hof
gangs are yielding great confusion and difficulty in accurately idemgithe presences
of gangs (Esbensen, 2000; Kinnear, 2009; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Miller, 2001,
O’Donnell et al., 2009; Reed & Decker, 2002; Torpy & Visser, 2009). The Department of
Justice (2006a) identified more than 50 individual gangs in the counties surrounding the
Atlanta metropolitan area. Hispanic and African-American gangs tatestine bulk of
known gangs in Georgia (NDIC, 2003; NDIC, 2008; NGIC, 2009), yet Georgia is
undergoing an atypical surge in the emergence of hybrid gangs, or gargsist of
members from various ethnic origins (NDIC, 2003). Torpy and Visser (2009) contended
that the allure of protection, money, and power offered by gangs paired with media
glorification of gang culture is increasing the appeal of gangs in Gesmrgpag a wider
array of youth. Hispanic youth gangs, however, currently have the laegegorical rate
of growth in Georgia relative to all other ethnicities or combinations thereaé (&ta
California, 2009).

The Georgia Gang Investigators Association (GGIA) (2008) maintained tha
Georgia citizens face increased tendencies of violence, threats, téiooriaad crime as

a result of youth gangs. The Department of Justice (2006b) noted that gang violence
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Georgia often includes drive-by shootings and home invasions, and it also referenced a
“strong correlation between gangs, drugs, and guns” (p. 1) in Georgia. The(RIDI®)
indicated that while many of Georgia’s youth gangs are small and teiritonature,
many gangs are becoming more expansive, organized, and violent in direct support of
their drug distribution efforts. Gangs are increasingly migrating togee&mom other
regions in the United States (Georgia Public Broadcasting, 2010). The NDIC (2003)
contended that Georgia is experiencing an influx of older and more experienged gan
members from other states in attempt to organize smaller, less-strugangsdin order
to expand national affiliation. The NGIC (2009) predicted that as gangtaffilispreads,
drug operations will expand from retail to whole-sale levels, allowing foctdire
associations with larger gang networks, more active gang roles, and edcteradencies
for violence.

Georgia gang legidation. The Georgia Street Gang Terrorism and Prevention
Act was originally passed in 1992 and went into effect as Georgia codes 16-15-1 to 7
(Dudek, 1992). This legislation made it a “misdemeanor offense to activelyigatein
a criminal street gang and provides for sentence enhancements forcommagted in
connection with membership in a street gang” (Dudek, 1992, p. 219). In 2006, the
Georgia General Assembly (2006) amended the Georgia Street Gangsireenod
Prevention Act according to HB 1302 in order to modify specific gang-related
definitions. A criminal street gang is hereby defined in Georgia ag bany
organization, association, or group of three or more persons which engages in criminal
gang activity...associated by evidence of a common name or common idgnsifyns,

symbols, tattoos, graffiti, or attire or other distinguishing factors” (GG0®6, p. 1).

a7



The passage of HB 1302 also altered admissibility of specified evidetizdsat
involving gang members, and it enhanced penalties for criminal gang involvement
(Georgia General Assembly, 2006; Georgia Public Defenders Standards C200@)!

In 2010, the Georgia Street Gang Terrorism and Prevention Act was further
amended with the passage of HB 1015. This legislation required that all sentences
imposed as a result of criminal gang activity mandate provisions that prainbact
with gang members or any victim involved in the case, and it forbade futui@gadidon
in criminal gang activity (Georgia General Assembly, 2010). This amemtchis®
granted the Georgia Bureau of Investigation the authorizations requiredttgersnd
maintain a state-wide database pertaining to street gang membergié3sGeneral
Assembly, 2010). The passage of HB 1015 also required that a conviction for violating
the Georgia Street Gang Terrorism and Prevention Act carry full prolsatp@rvision
until the completion of a sentence, and bail for criminal gang offenses may omllylye s
superior court judges (Georgia General Assembly, 2010).

Related Theoriesand Models

Numerous researchers have noted key speculative patterns related to gang
involvement and specific gang structures (Curry et al., 2002; Franzese, &ovey,
Menard, 2006; Howell, 2010a; Shoemaker, 2009; Thibault et al., 2009). Researchers have
long noted consistent and multifaceted developmental processes that humans undergo
over the courses of their lives, and many researchers and psychologisthan$isd t
behaviors one chooses to engage in during adolescence may influence latemaansi
phases (Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Pai, Adler, and Shadiow (2005)

assert that upon analyzing psychological and educational theories, one may better
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comprehend the overall structure of human learning and development. A thorough
examination of key psychological and educational theories pertaining to leaniing
human development may serve to assist one in better understanding, explaining, and
predicting human behavior and its contributing mental processes (Myers, 2004; Rathus,
2003). Numerous researchers insist that a comprehensive examination of such theories
may also provide theoretical justifications in respect to youth gang mehnipand
corresponding actions (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi, 2004; Kissner & Pyrooz,
2009). Key theories that will be explored during this study will include socialitegr
ecological systems, and social disorganization, as well as moral development,
psychosocial development, and humanistic theories.

Social-learning theory. Observational, or social-learning, theories have
frequently been cited to explain developmental changes in youth, accounting fonshifts i
attitudes, acquired social skills, ethical decision making, and patterns of conduct
(Bandura, 1977; Berryman, Ockleford, Howells, Hargreaves, & Wildbur, 2006; Esbensen
et al., 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Social-learning theories stress “the importance
of leaning by observation and the role of cognitive processes that produce individual
differences” (Rathus, 2003, p. 333). According to social-learning theorists, veleme
social concepts, or schemas, based upon a combination of personal observations and key
internal factors such as skills, values, goals, self-efficacy, and expastéBandura,
1977; Berryman et al., 2006; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Such
observations and internal variables enable individuals to formulate personal amnedeci
learning opportunities based upon deliberate actions that may influence one’s

environment (Bandura, 1977; Rathus, 2003). Consequently, social-learning theorists
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support the notion of conscious observational learning, paired with internal traits,
enabling one to formulate various responses to common occurrences (Rathus, 2003).
Humans are, therefore, capable of rationalizing and acting in particararars when
circumstances deem certain behaviors appropriate (Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk,
2004).

Social-learning theories may assist researchers in better undéangtéhe
correlations among youth gang membership, gang tendencies, and pavtidipati
behaviors considered as being high-risk (Porter, 2008; White, 2009; Windgood et al.,
2002). Scientific studies related to perception and cognition have been conducted in order
to examine the relationships between cultural circumstances and seltetiiased upon
personal life experiences (Bandura 1977; Pai et al, 2005; White, 2009). A vast array of
research has also been conducted in order to examine gang membership and $endencie
towards delinquent behaviors (Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Esbensen & Huizinga, 1993;
Fagan, 1989; Rhodes & Fischer, 1993; Sirpal, 2002; Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, &
Chard-Wierschem, 1993; Vigil, 1988). Comparisons of gang and non-gang youth have
consistently exposed connections among gang affiliation, delinquency, and vgpiesis ty
of crimes (Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Deschenes & Esbensen, 1999; Esbensen,
Peterson, Freng, & Taylor, 2002; Maxson & Whitlock, 2002; Thornberry et al., 2003;
White, 2009). Social-learning theorists hypothesize that such correlationserdagdtly
attributed to conscious reactions to and within one’s environment based upon direct
experiences or observations of others (Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk,
2004)."Children tend to imitate what a model both does and says, whether the behavior is

social or antisocial...Children are especially likely to imitate those thegpe to be
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like them, successful, or admirable” (Myers, 2004, p. 340). The appeal of youth gangs,
therefore, may be attributed antisocial models portrayed at home, in the medi&eor in t
general community (Franzese et al., 2006; Myers, 2004; White, 2009).

Humanistic theory. Humanistic theories stress the innate desire all humans have
pertaining to reaching the state of self-actualization, with a prinmapphasis being
placed upon the prominence of self-awareness in the decision-making process (Cove
2004; Maslow, 1970; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Humanistic psychology
argues that “people are motivated by the conscious desire for personal grdwattistic
fulfillment” (Rathus, 2003, p. 301). Maslow (1970) maintained that people are innately
motivated by personal priorities, and all priorities fall into one of five lewegsesented
by a hierarchy of needs. Maslow insisted that the most basic needs acéqojyasi
needs such as food and water. Physiological needs are respectively fdiiosaddty
needs and the need to experience love and belongingness. These two needs are
subsequently followed by esteem needs and self-actualization needs, wliudbdribe
fulfillment of one’s unique potential (Maslow, 1970; Maslow & Lowery, 1998; Myers,
2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). According to Rathus (2003), reaching the state of
self-actualization is often considered to be as essential to humans asanedds.
Given the hierarchical structure of these priorities, however, one may not seek the
fulfillment of an individual need without first reaching the fulfillment of the priaog
need (Maslow, 1970; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Reiss, 2005; Schunk, 2004).

As noted by Maslow (1970), personal actions and behaviors are often influenced
by individual circumstances and personal motives, which are often byproducts of one’s

particular environment and interactions. Myers (2004) reaffirmed this notiostimgsi
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that “environmental factors interact with what is physiologicasegi..[As a result],

some motives are more compelling than others” (pp. 458, 459). Noted sociologist Charles

Horton Cooley (1902) expressed similar humanistic views, arguing that
Self-feeling has its chief scope within the general life, not outsidetbkitspecial
endeavor or tendency of which it is the emotional aspect finds its principabfie
exercise in a world of personal forces, reflected in the mind by a world of
personal impressions. As connected with the thought of other persons the self idea
is always a consciousness of the peculiar or differentiated aspect of tae’s |i
because that is the aspect that has to be sustained by purpose and endeavor, and its
more aggressive forms tend to attach themselves to whatever one finds to be at
once congenial to one’s own tendencies and at variance with those of others with
whom one is in mental contact. It is here that they are most needed to serve their
function of stimulating characteristic activity, of fostering those personal
variations which the general plan of life seems to require. (pp. 179, 180)

Wren (2004) summarized Cooley by asserting that the social aspects of ang’s be

develop as a result of one’s reactions to the perceived views of others. Thus, th desire

reach self-actualization entails much more than merely satisfying jpimgsscal needs

(Rathus, 2003), as expressed by Maslow (1970) when he hypothesized that physiological

and psychological motives may be classified and prioritized differentbypgm

individuals.
Youth gangs generally thrive in areas suffering from rampant socialticorsdi

such as poverty, drugs, and crime, and such conditions tend to yield personal senses of

poor self-efficacy among many youth (Egley & O’Donnell, 2006; Egley e2@0D6;
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Esbensen & Weerman, 2005; Gordon et al., 2004; Howell, 2009; Mitchell, 2011; NGIC,
2009; Reisman, 2006; Sharkey et al., 2010; Sharpe, 2003; Thornberry et al., 2003;
Thrasher, 1927; Weisel, 2002). Tienda (2002) noted that impoverished and violent
conditions are especially damaging for children during their formatiaesyér such
circumstances deny children of basic human needs. Bell and Lim (2005), as well as
Dupere, Lacourse, Willms, Vitaro, and Tremblay (2007), noted that youth gangs
regularly flourish in given areas because gang activities and niestédister notions of
satisfying one’s physiological and physical needs. White (2009) arguesuthual and
social forces play dominant roles in the formation of one’s self-identity. Actptdi
Percy (2003), children exposed to violent home lives or neighborhoods often report that
the perceived security of youth gangs satisfies their basic nees relaafety. Reisman
(2006) and Pai et al. (2005) concurred with and expand upon the notions of Percy and
White, insisting that adolescents commonly join gangs as a result of the@sdesir
establishing personal identities, meeting emotional and self-esteem aregdgfining
their social statuses. Many youth gang members report that gdiagiaff typically
eclipses basic safety needs, often satisfying members’ belongingivessarid esteem
needs (DOJ, 2006; Malec, 2006; Percy, 2003; Reisman, 2006; Thrasher, 1927).
Consequently, youth gangs often serve as substitute families for their mgftamzese
et al., 2006; Huff, 2002), for they aid in the process of social adjustment and the overall
meeting of one’s personal needs (Dupere et al., 2007; Franzese et al., 2006;2004DP
Sharkey et al., 2010).

Ecological systemstheory. Proponents of the ecological systems theory contend

that personal development is modified by one’s exposures and interactions witren a g
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environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Robertson, 2008;
Schunk, 2004; Usta & Farver, 2005). Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued that the substance of
personal development, as well as changes in development, is a function of one’s
environmental exposures and interactions. Robertson (2008) described the ecological
systems theory and personal development as “involving progressive and mutual
accommodations that take place between an active, constantly growing pefrsbe a
always changing properties in which the developing person lives” (p. 29). Thus, the
ecological systems theory emphasizes the roles and interactionsedy smal culture in
one’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Myers, 2004; Presley & McCormick, 2006;
Rathus, 2003; Robertson, 2008; Schunk, 2004).

Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued that one’s social world, or ecological environment,
is “a nested arrangement of concentric structures, each contained witheaxth. 22).
According to Bronfenbrenner, the ecological environment consists of the microsyste
mesosystem, exosystem, and the macrosystem. The microsystem leafaligdical and
material characteristics of the settings in which one lives (Bronfenerg1979;
Robertson, 2008; Schunk, 2004). The microsystem, therefore, provides one with the most
immediate interactions with key socialization forces such as family menesers, and
community members. Bronfenbrenner (1979) insisted that the varying roles and
interpersonal relationships one maintains in the microsystem enables one to help
construct his or her personal setting and development. Thus, youth are activeguastici
in the construction of knowledge (Schunk, 2004). The mesosystem consists of the
intertwining of and interactions among individual microsystems and the corresgondi

contexts that emerge (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Robertson, 2008). Robertson (2008) and
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Porter (2008) both noted, for example, that the mesosystem for most youth typically
includes the combination of familial, school, and community relations, for incidents and
perceptions within one of the three may directly alter a child’s views of d@thaan the
others.

The exosystem consists of associations among social settings in which the
developing person has no immediate role, yet the events that take place in sugh setti
impact and influence the context of a person'’s life (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Robertson,
2008). For example, students may not immediately serve on a school board; however,
board decisions directly impact the lives of students. Bronfenbrenner (1979) thrgjues
the macrosystem consists of the consistent presence and combination of lower-orde
systems that yields an overall culture in a given area. Cultural cqrdagtsas ethnicity
and socioeconomic status, are integral components of the macrosystem, foe they a
directly influenced by views and interactions from within the microsystesspeystem,
and exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Robertson, 2008; Schunk, 2004).

Criminologists, sociologists, and psychologists have long studied the frameworks
of youth gangs. Studies have revealed that much like Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) e¢oncentr
structures; gang tendencies and delinquency often entail intertwiniacta.sb
individuals, peer groups, familial interactions, and communities (Duperg 20a¥;

Fisher et al., 2008; Fraser, 2010; Miller, J. et al., 2001). The belief systeneptpns,
and ultimately the actions of children are shaped by their interactions witkhiyva
socialization agents (Dupere et al., 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; Fraser, 20&0;Met al.,
2001; Porter, 2008; Schunk, 2004; Usta & Farver, 2005). Schunk (2004) asserts that

children are at the intersection of three significantly powerful forobsid, peers, and
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family. Affiliation with youth gangs may be directly attributed to theuafices of such
forces. Nofziger and Kurtz (2005), as well as Schwartz & Gorman (2003) noted a vast
array of behavioral consequences, including delinquency, insufficient academi
performance, and higher tendencies towards violence, that manifest psresec®
childhood exposure to violent situations while at home, school, or within the community.
A study of youth gangs conducted by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) identifrgd ma
of these same experiences and characteristics among identified gabgrmem

Research conducted by Bronfenbrenner (1979), as well as Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (1998), noted the nature in which many common social occurrences among youth
may serve to inadvertently alienate certain children. These occurranketei but are
not limited to, cultural negligence and isolationism, socioeconomic discrepamdes, a
academic disparities. Alienation during childhood and the resulting consequences i
generating what Bronfenbrenner referred to as disruptive forcesmitilern society.
Although Bronfenbrenner neglected to precisely categorize youth gamisaptive
forces, one may logically assert that youth gangs and their byproducty @sadiich
based upon the identified correlations among key social occurrences and gamnigrfiorma
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998; Curry & Decker, 2003; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007;
Fisher et al., 2008; Fraser, 2010; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; W. Miller, 2001;
Sullivan, 2005). Adolescents tend to form social connections based on common interests
and needs (Fleisher, 2005), and many researchers attest that the desire duch socia
connections may be satisfied by uniting with a youth gang (Egley et al., 28énsen
& Tusinski, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; Franzese et al., 2006; Fraser, 2010; Klein, 1995;

NYGC, 2006; Weisel, 2002; Wyrick, 2006).
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Theory of moral development. Building upon the work of noted psychologist
Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg sought to examine how moral judgments impact
cognitive development in humans. In doing so, Kohlberg (1984) postulated that as
humans develop intellectually, they progress through a series of phases in which mora
reasoning advances from “simplistic and concrete toward the more &bsitlac
principled” (Myers, 2004, p. 164). Dubbed the theory of moral development, Kohlberg’s
philosophy of moral evolution is founded upon the notion of one’s ability to rationalize
and act accordingly occurring in six sequential developmental stages, withtage
dictating how an individual resolves moral dilemmas (Barger, 2000; Berrynan et
2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985; Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Rathus,
2003; Schunk, 2004). Kohlberg grouped each stage into one of three basic levels of moral
development: preconventional morality, conventional morality, and postconventional
morality.

Preconventional morality is composed of stages one and two, and it is commonly
observed in children at the elementary school level (Barger, 2000). Myers (2004) and
Rathus (2003) insisted that this level is observable in children ages nine and below. The
initial phases of preconventional morality are based upon concepts of rules beingeabsolut
and uncompromising; thus, strict obedience with known rules is significant betause i
allows one to avoid punishment and obtain rewards (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006;
Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985; Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Rathus, 2003;
Schunk, 2004). Behavior, therefore, is dictated by conformity with norms and views as
directed by an authority figure such as a parent or teacher (Barger, 200§, Co2@).

The later portions of preconventional morality are marked by the onset of acttbns a
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judgments intended to cater to one’s individual needs as opposed to compliance with
concrete rules (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985;
Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). This
particular phase is “characterized by a view that right behaviongregging in one’s own
best interest” (Barger, 2000, 1 5). Preconventional morality, as a whole, magdided
as behavior dictated by perceptions of rules, perceived fairness, and persosaisconc
justice (Berryman et al., 2006).

Conventional morality is comprised of stages three and four, and this level is
characteristic of the wide-ranging level of moral development found widnergl
society (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985; Kohlberg, 1984;
Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Behavior in the initial phases
of conventional morality is driven by social roles and expectations (Cherry, 2010).
Consequently, consideration of personal relationships with others, conformity, and
perceptions of social status and social approval help determine behavior (Baé§er
Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985; Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et
al., 2005; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). As people progress through conventional
morality, however, they begin to place greater emphasis on society aseaant
maintaining social order (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2(4if; Cr
1985; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Schunk, 2004). Consequently, as one’s moral
reasoning evolves into later portions of conventional morality, a culmination oftieegni
abilities and moral reasoning skills developed during preconventional morality and
conventional morality becomes manifest. This is demonstrated by concretataqumus

of abstract laws and ideologies intended for the betterment of society as ogposed t
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strictly the individual (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985;
Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Schunk, 2004).

The third level of moral development, as described by Kohlberg (1984), is
postconventional morality. Consisting of levels five and six, postconventional tynasali
not attained by the majority of adults in general society (Barger, 2000¢oReshtional
morality is characterized by a shift in reasoning ability in which abistoncepts such as
universal principles, laws, and ethics surpasses an emphasis on the individual and societ
(Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003). Postconventional morality is initially
marked by an emerging concern for the interests, beliefs, and values of Barges (

2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Crain, 1985; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005;
Schunk, 2004). The notion of a democratic governance and compliance with rules is
based upon the consent of the people (Cherry, 2010). Postconventional morality is
ultimately exemplified by an individual consciousness of abstract principlasasuc

equality, justice, and fairness (Barger, 2000; Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 28i10); Cr
1985; Kohlberg, 1984; Myers, 2004; Pai et al., 2005; Schunk, 2004). Those at this phase
act upon internalized ideologies even in the presence of personal or societal withflic
stated laws or rules (Cherry, 2010).

Kohlberg (1984) asserted that the three levels of moral development formla mora
ladder; consequently, individuals may only proceed through one stage at anylgrartic
moment, and the stages must be completed in successive order (Barger, 2000; Myers,
2004; Rathus, 2003). According to this model, people may “only come to a
comprehension of a moral rationale one stage above their own” (Barger, 2000, { 8).

Kohlberg (1984) insists that social interaction determines moral developmentegdta
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Kohlberg (1984) maintains that moral dilemmas and subsequent discussions, both of
which are present during societal engagement, must be fostered and utibzee€rito
promote the attainment of moral reasoning skills (Barger, 2000; Cherry, 2010).

According to Schunk (2004), social institutions, most notably schools and homes,
play crucial roles in presenting youth with moral dilemmas and discussion oppestuni
Research indicates that adolescents in supportive environments with cipaglysed
expectations for behavior demonstrate higher levels of moral development (Bereym
al., 2006). Schunk (2004) and Berryman et al. (2006) noted the significance of school
structures in terms of influencing the socialization skills, academicwechent, and
emotional security of children. Barger (2000) concurred, insisting that fexmnaation
is essential to promoting moral development, for schools are primary sourcesdbr soc
interaction. Schools may directly promote or deter moral development through the
establishment of supportive or unsupportive environments (Schunk, 2004), and individual
educators and administrators may likewise sustain or neglect moral deeekipased
upon the practices, beliefs, and values acted upon within a classroom setting.

Bell and Lim (2005) argued that youth typically confront daily challengesatea
decidedly different from those of adults. As a result of these challenges, géataaffi
is becoming an increasingly significant socialization agent for many yGattdon et al.,
2004; Sharkey et al., 2010). Research indicates that key gang recruitmenallgeeaks
between the ages of 11 and 14, but it is widely noted that gang recruitment in schools
often targets children much younger (Egley & O’'Donnell, 2006; Howell, 2008; Hotvell e
al., 2002; NGIC, 2009; Starbuck et al., 2001). One’s behavior and willingness to

participate in gang activities may be directly attributed to theabwdluences of
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adolescent peer groups (Franzese et al., 2006; Myers, 2004). Affiliation withgamgs
may result in increased antisocial behaviors due to the specific philosophies and
behaviors expressed within gangs (Craig et al., 2002). Craig et al. (2082¢assat
antisocial behaviors among youth increase as gangs provide encourageareisort
structures for deviant behavior. Given the intertwining relationships among social
interaction, behavior, and moral development (Barger, 2000; Cherry, 2010; Kohlberg,
1984), one may logically assert that gang affiliation and influences qitek s
destructive cyclical trends that must be counteracted by measures flamlaggl
communities, homes, and schools.

Theory of psychosocial development. Erik Erikson believed that personal
development is interlaced with societal forces and events (Farzaneh, 2088)nEr
(1963) theory of psychosocial development is based upon the notion of personality
evolving through a series of phases that are influenced by one’s social experience
throughout life (Berryman et al., 2006; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004).
Characterized by eight distinct and sequential phases, Erikson’s staggshaiqocial
development emphasize how personalities and identity formation are developed and
modified as humans confront personal challenges at specific periods througtrout thei
lives (Berryman et al., 2006; Erikson, 1963; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004).
During each stage, people undergo a crucial moment in which one strugglez®aeali
psychological quality that is essential to personal development (Berryrahn2£i06;
Erikson, 1963; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Erikson referred to such occurrences as
conflicts, or psychosocial crises. Erikson noted that during times of conflict,dodisi

may experience periods of vulnerability and strength as they striveambecompetent
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in some area of life. These periods result in internal struggles that may qbtemid
personal growth or failure, thereby altering one’s personality (€h204.0). Successive
stages of psychosocial development build upon the successful completion of previous
stages, and failures in earlier stages manifest as psychosocwlatesen life (Cherry,
2010; Erikson, 1963; Farzaneh, 2008; Malec, 2006; Rathus, 2003).

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development is based upon the establishment of
personal identity (Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Erikson, 1963; Myers, 2004;
Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Identity refers to one’s self-concept (Myers, 2004) as
developed through social interaction (Berryman et al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Erikson,
1963; Rathus, 2003; Schunk, 2004). Society is thereby viewed as a positive influence that
promotes personal growth and development (Farzaneh, 2008). Erikson (1963) asserted
that all humans search for their personal identities, and identities continewablg as
new experiences and resulting conflicts are undergone and processed in each stage of
psychosocial development. As humans struggle to establish their identities, tHep deve
perceptions of competency that serve to influence actions and behaviors (CO&®)y
If the conflict in a given stage is adequately resolved, one becomes mgretentand
confident as he or she progresses to the next psychosocial stage (Berryma0@éal
Cherry, 2010; Erikson, 1963; Farzaneh, 2008; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003; Schunk,
2004). Failure to resolve conflicts, however, results in a sense of inadequacy and
maladjustment that hinders personal development and identity formation (Barggm
al., 2006; Cherry, 2010; Erikson, 1963; Farzaneh, 2008; Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003;

Schunk, 2004).
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According to Schunk (2004), Erikson’s most noted theoretical contribution relates
to identity formation in adolescents. Adolescence is the fifth of Eriksorti sigges of
psychosocial development. Erikson (1968) emphasized adolescence as being a crucial
period of establishing self-identity, societal roles, and overall lifésgbdyers (2004)
characterized this stage as being a search for identity, for adolestitentst to
“synthesize past, present, and future possibilities into a clearer sendé (qf. 467).
Berryman et al. (2006) concurred, arguing that adolescence entails tlagidorof
beliefs and values, as well as perceived adult roles based upon such beliefs and values.
Myers also noted that many adolescents forge their identities based uponl paleenta
models, values, and expectations; whereas others may adopt an identity in opposition to
the views of their parents. Those identities that reject parental influeneesoftform to
the values and beliefs with distinct peer groups (Myers, 2004; Rathus, 2003). For most
youth, adolescence is marked by close relationships with peer groups, makahg soci
interaction an essential element in the establishment of one’s identieyMNAD04;

Wood & Huffman, 1999).

Erikson (1963) argued that identity formation entails both intellectual and
emotional dimensions. As noted by Rathus (2003), adolescence contains the development
of principles, senses of personal conscience, and moral judgments as tiegp rela
identity formation. Research indicates that identified members of youts géien lack
self-esteem, and they are often experiencing difficulties in estaigiheir self-
identities (Reisman, 2006). Reports by Wood and Huffman (1999) indicated that
adolescents with high levels of self-esteem are more likely to ggect influences as

compared to those with low senses of self-esteem. Perceptions of isolationatraalie
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further increase the allure of youth gangs, for gangs are generatigden the basis of
unified goals, behaviors, and values (Craig et al., 2002). Malec (2006) argued that
increased social instability produces desires for stability and &aityliwhich is often
satisfied in a group setting such as a youth gang. Fleisher (2005) sughatstbd t
stability of youth gangs is a considerable force that challenges friendstdgsaditional
peer associations. Social discrepancies among family members, @ges,@nd the
general environment help establish one’s lifestyle and future opportukiteaezése et
al., 2006; Fraser, 2010; Hughes, Kroehler, & Vander, 2002; Mitchell, 2011). Such
inequalities, paired with the quest for identity formation, may aid the formatlares!
and influences of youth gangs (Porter, 2008).

Social disorganization theory. The social disorganization theory is a
criminological theory that attributes delinquency and crime to the absenckapse of
common social institutions, such as families, schools, and churches, paired with
community relationships that generally discourage positive interactionsoapération
among people (Jensen, 2003; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; O’Connor, 2006; Shoemaker
2009).”Relationships among people in a given territory are presumed to be egpeciall
“organized” when high levels of involvement across age-levels in activitiedinated
by representatives of communal institutions” (Jensen, 2003, p. 21) are present. Such
communal interactions reciprocate a sense of community and common bondsséhat ser
to unite people within a given area (Jensen, 2003; O’Connor, 2006). In the absence or
deterioration of communal institutions, communities are rendered incapable of
establishing common goals and are, therefore, unable to adequately address gommunit

issues (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Robertson, 2008; Shoemaker, 2009). Such community
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issues include, but are not limited to, truancy, crime, delinquency, and poverty (Jensen,
2003; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; O’Connor, 2006; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Shaw &
McKay, 1969; Shoemaker, 2009). Primarily focusing on the failures of social ilstgut
and relationships at a micro level, social disorganization may also be utilizegldame
criminal and delinquent tendencies at a macro level (O’Connor, 2006).

While social disorganization theorists do examine micro level sociattaspech
as schools, peer groups, and families, in order to help explain why some youth engage in
delinquency and crime, greater emphasis is currently being placed on thede#aad
byproducts of local communities and larger society (Robertson, 2008). Researdesndica
that crime and delinquency tend to be greater in urban communities that are eatijomic
deprived, experience high rates of residential mobility, and are subjectedetasiedtr
rates of family disruption due to divorce, single-parent families, and other safsm
(Chilton & Galvin, 1985; Dupere et al., 2007; Hagan & McCarthy, 1998; Hagan &
Peterson, 1995; National Research Council, 1993; Wilson, 1987; Shoemaker, 2009).
Social disorganization theorists surmise that such factors diminish theealaihd
willingness of local communities in terms of effectively implementidgcmate social
control measures (Dupere et al., 2007; Franzese et al., 2006; Jensen, 2003; Kinnear,
2009; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; O’Connor, 2006; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Shaw &
McKay, 1969; Shoemaker, 2009). The lack of or failure of community resources is
further complicated within the households of community residents, for “residentghof hi
crime communities often lack the skills and resources to effectively adsss” (law.
jrank. org, 2010, 1 4). The members of such communities also tend to portray diminished

senses of community attachment (Chilton & Galvin, 1985; Dupere et al., 2007; Franzese
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et al., 2006; Hagan & McCarthy, 1998; Hagan & Peterson, 1995; Kinnear, 2009; National
Research Council, 1993; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Wilson, 1987). The resulting trend is
for residents to be less supportive of community-based organizations designedtto init
and enhance community improvements (Chilton & Galvin, 1985; Dupere et al., 2007,
Franzese et al., 2006; Hagan & McCarthy, 1998; Hagan & Peterson, 1995; Kinnear,
2009; National Research Council, 1993; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Shoemaker, 2009;
Wilson, 1987). Consequently, the social disorganization theory essentially antails
cyclical process in which the community is rendered incapable or unwilling toheelp t
residents and vice versa.

Many criminologists and social disorganization theorists note a presestHapgey
in the overall number of American communities that exhibit charactercgirucive to
crime and delinquency (Chilton & Galvin, 1985; Dupere et al., 2007; Franzese et al.,
2006; Hagan & McCarthy, 1998; Hagan & Peterson, 1995; National Research Council,
1993; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Wilson, 1987; Shoemaker, 2010). Hagan and Peterson
(1995) insisted that this trend has persisted since the 1960s. The presence of limited
resources and diminished senses of community attachment are yieldihg gre
complications in terms of socializing youth against crime and delinquency]laswe
presenting youth with a feasible investment in community and social conformit
(Kinnear, 2009; Osgood & Anderson, 2004; Patillo, 1998; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Shaw
& McKay, 1969). Consequently, the social disorganization theory may be utilized to
explain the emergence and development of youth gangs in communities undergoing the
aforementioned circumstances. Research indicates that as communityesroetylect

or fail to meet the socialization needs of youth, gangs increasingly becoaigdea vi
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option for youth (Osgood & Anderson, 2004; Patillo, 1998; Robertson, 2008; Shaw &
McKay, 1969; Shoemaker, 2009). The OJJDP (2002) concurred, for social
disorganization philosophies served as foundational components in the development of its
youth gang prevention and intervention strategies.

Considering the diverse natures of youth gangs and the member-specific
justification for participating in gang activities (Egley et al., 200&if11995; NYGC,
2006), no single theory of gang development may be applicable to all situations. Data
reported by the NYGC (2006) indicated that gang structures and expliciidyshaften
vary based on geographical locations. The NYGC maintained that such variations may
also be found within individual geographical regions, yielding various chasiitigand
behaviors that are unique among and within local youth gangs. The current lack of
comprehensive gang research and the diverse nature of youth gang ¢diegrgat
difficulty in accurately identifying the presences, activities, andrétecal foundations of
youth gangs (Esbensen, 2000; Miller, 2001; Kinnear, 2009; Klein & Maxson, 2006;
O’Donnell et al., 2009; Reed & Decker, 2002). For the purpose of this study, the
assertion was made that youth gang researchers must examingualdireories of gang
formation, as well as the various combinations thereof, in order to accuratelygatees
localized gang issues.

Overview of Risk Factors

Hawkins et al. (2000) identified five key domains concerning acknowledged risk
factors of youth violence. The domains are family, individual, school, pe¢edetnd
community and neighborhood risk factors. Researchers in the field of youth gangs have

also adopted these domains, as evidenced in the works of the NYGC (2006), Wyrick
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(2006), Howell and Egley (2005), the NCPC (2006), and Capuzzi and Gross (2004), as
well as a host of other prominent youth gang researchers. Risk facttosraditions in

an individual or environment that predict an increased likelihood of gang membership”
(Porter, 2008, p. 65). Select risk factors associated with youth gang tendevadsng
been examined by researchers (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Esbensen et al., 2010;
Howell, 1998b; Pollard, Catalano, Hawkins, & Arthur, 1997; Thornberry et al., 2003;
White, 2007), yet Hill, Howell (et al., 1999) insisted that a lack of sufficesgarch

related to known risk factors of youth gang membership is present in regards to the
identified consequences of gang activities.

According to Sharpe (2003) and Klein (2005), researchers have thoroughly
measured and documented statistics pertaining to the ages, ethnicities,csumiue
statuses, and familial backgrounds of youth gang members. Likewise, the teatandi
that a wide variety of studies have examined general gang membershippa@otici
roles, and departure arrangements. Sharpe identified family structieegr@aps, and
school relations, as well as neighborhood characteristics and personalestsiics; as
being the fundamental indicators and precursors of gang involvement. Numerous
researchers concur, noting direct correlations between and among gang innblede
personal relationships within families, schools, and communities (Capuzzi & Gross
2004; Center for Youth Policy Research, 2006; Esbensen, 2000; Esbensen & Tusinski,
2007; Esbensen et al., 2010; Hawkins, Herrenkohl, Farington, Brewer, Catalano,,Hirachi
& Cothern, 2000; Hill et al., 1999; Hill, Lui, & Hawkins, 2001; Howell & Egley, 2005;
NCPC, 2006; NYGC, 2002; OJJDP, 2000; Reed & Decker, 2002; Sharpe, 2003; Spergel

& Curry, 1990; Wasserman, Miller, & Cothern, 2000; Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006;
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Whyrick, 2006). A vast array of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have bessdutili
by researchers to identify and validate each of the five domains as beingkkiagtors
associated with youth gangs (Curry & Spergel, 1992; Esbensen & Huizinga, 1993;
Esbensen, Huizinga, & Weiher, 1993; Howell, 2003). Research conducted by Hill et al.
(1999) and Maxson, Whitlock, & Klein (1998) revealed substantial differencesdietwe
gang and non-gang youth within the contexts of individual, familial, school, peer, and
communal characteristics.

Esbensen (2000) maintained that a great deal of attention has been given to
communal and societal factors in regards to youth gangs. Examining thesektwo ris
factors alone, however, is insufficient in terms of adequately explaiount) yang
tendencies.”"Most youth who reside where gangs exist choose not to join gangs,
[supporting the notion that] additional factors are required to explain why youth join
gangs” (Esbensen, 2000, p. 3). Consequently, this study will examine famityiss,ic
peer groups, and school relations, as well as neighborhood characteristics and individua
characteristics, while examining educator and administrator awareingssth gang risk
factors. According to the OJJDP (2004), youth are more likely to succumb to thesappeal
and pressure of gangs as they are exposed to greater numbers ofarsk Vegtick
(2006) agreed, adding that “no one risk factor rises clearly above the rest, arehdiff
configurations of risk factors are likely to be present in different commuiuties
different individuals” (p. 54). Reed and Decker (2002) asserted that the fusisk of ri
factors significantly heightens the probability for gang involvement. A kéyftas
researchers, policy makers, and community leaders, therefore, is the idemifoédahe

most prevalent risk factors, or combinations thereof, in order to adequately exachine a
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respond to the implications of youth gang risk factors (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007;
Esbensen et al., 2010; Hawkins et al., 2000; Hill et al., 1999; Howell, 2010a; Mitchel
2011; Wasserman et al., 2000; White; 2007; Wyrick, 2006).

Family domain. Research conducted by Hill et al. (1999) concluded that risk
factors for gang involvement commonly span all five key domains. Among the most
commonly examined domains of youth gang risk factors is the family unight¥\émd
Fitzpatrick (2006) asserted that the home environment has a significant implaet on t
physical and emotional wellbeing for adolescents. Such impacts are oftdastes in
the behavioral outcomes expressed by youth (Franzese et al., 2006; Klein & Maxson,
2006). Zhang and Zhang (2005) maintained that a dysfunctional familypemeant
often yields antisocial behaviors. Bell and Lim (2005) and Florian-Lacdy, €@02)
argued that unstable family environments often facilitate the allure of destyles.
Howell and Egley (2005) asserted that for many youth gang members, fitionad
socializing agents, such as families and schools, are largely ineffentiai@nating” (p.
1). Sharpe (2003) concluded that familial risk factors are among the mosicsitis
significant predictors of youth gang participation.

Hill et al. (1999) concluded that a vast array of familial variables sarviska
factors for joining a youth gang. Among these variables are impoverished cosditw
parental attachment, the presence of drugs and alcohol within the home, and sibling
antisocial behaviors. Hill et al. also reported that parental attitudesd®wiatence, the
breaking of traditional family structures, and poor family managemeiggicant risk
factors. Howell and Egley (2005), as well as Wyrick (2006) and Reed and Decker (2002),

agreed with the findings of Hill et al. Research conducted by the Center fdr Folity
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Research (2006) stressed the significance of considering parental eraptsjatus,
educational expectations, and ethnic background as being risk factors aksedfiith
youth gang membership. The NCPC (2006) noted that an absence of positive support
structures within the home, as well as exposure to domestic violence and violent media
sources, significantly contributes to youth gang enrollment.

Individual domain. Sharpe (2003) acknowledged individual characteristics as
being the primary domain of risk factors for youth gang affiliation. Numenesesarchers
cite an assortment of personal traits and experiences that fagatedenembership
(Esbensen et al., 2010; Howell, 2010b; Klein & Maxson, 2006). Research conducted by
Yablonsky (1962) revealed that youth gang members generally exhibitdenses of
self-esteem, are more socially inept, and portray sociopathic tendenceesftearthan
non-gang youth. Hill et al. (1999) concluded that youth gang members tend to hold and
act upon more antisocial ideologies as compared to non-gang youth. A study by
Esbensen, Huizinga, and Weiher (1993) described increased tendencies youth gang
members have in regards to social isolation, tolerance for deviant behaviors, @&sd sens
of commitment to delinquent peers. Research carried out by Maxson et al. (1998)
supported the notions of gang members experiencing significantly goeegences of
unfavorable circumstances in their personal lives. Maxson et al. also concludgulithat
gang members generally possess more criminal self-concepts and detee gndencies
to resolve personal conflicts through the use of violence. Deschenes and Esbensen (1997)
reported that gang members tend to be impetuous and more prone to engage in behaviors

deemed as being overall precarious.
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The aforementioned personal characteristics are exhibited in a variegynéra
by individual gang members. While an exhaustive list or description of the precise
manifestations of each trait does not exist, numerous researchers sugggsdifiatrisk
factors are identifiable (Esbensen et al., 2010; Franzese et al., 2006;,1204:6b;

Klein & Maxson, 2006; Mitchell, 2011). The Center for Youth Policy Research (2006)
cited increased interaction with deviant peers paired with irregulaaati@n with non-
delinquent peers as being a risk factor for youth gang affiliation. Hawkais(€000)

and Hill et al. (1999) referenced the influences of physical conditions and psychblog
disorders. Wyrick (2006) noted the prominence of fighting and other outward expressions
of violence and aggression. Hill et al. (1999), as well as Swahn et al. (2010) reported
correlations among youth gang membership and drug and alcohol use, sexual activity
during adolescence, and low or infrequent attendance at religious servigealsthe
acknowledged the contributions of internalizing behaviors, hyperactivity, and social
maladaptation. The OJJDP (2000) reiterated the significance of the risisfemtealed

in the works of Hill et al.

The San Antonio Police Department (SAPD) Youth Crime Service Unit (n.d.)
expounded upon the notions of obsessions with violent forms of media, frequent
confrontations with police, withdrawal from family members, and consisterkibgeaf
parental rules serving as risk factors for gang membership. The SA&D Come
Service Unit also noted the significance of a fascination with firearmstaedweapons,

a lack of hobbies or interests, and the onset of “an unusual desire for privacy” (p. 4). The
NCPC (2006) alluded to low self-esteem, a sense of hopelessness, and poor decision-

making and communication skills as being associated risk factors of ganigenséip.
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As Hill, Lui, & Hawkins (2001) and the National Center for Injury Prevention and
Control (NCIPC) (2009) asserted, the presence of risk factors for yantjs @nd youth
violence is not indicative of the existence of gang membership; however, stdihg§
suggest that concerted efforts to prevent and combat precursors to gangshgmber
especially in the individual domain, may be highly beneficial (Hill et al., 2001).
Community domain. The community domain is the most commonly scrutinized
category of risk factors associated with the emergence of youth ganga$gsp2000).
Vast arrays of studies reveal strong correlations among social conditibnasspoverty,
social disorganization, unemployment, and numerous other communal circumstances in
conjunction with increased youth gang tendencies (Curry & Spergel, 1992; Curry &
Thomas, 1992; Dishion, Andrews, & Crosby, 1995; Esbensen, 2000; Esbensen et al.,
2010; Fagan, 1990; Franzese et al., 2006; Hagedorn, 1998; Hill et al., 2001; Howell,
2010a; Huff, 1990; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Lahey, Gordon, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber,
& Farrington, 1999; Mitchell, 2011; Sampson & Grove, 1989; Tolan, Gorman-Smith, &
Henry, 1999; Vigil 1988). The presences of youth gangs are most common, but are not
limited to, urban areas containing economically deprived neighborhoods (Curry &
Spergel, 1992; Dishion et al., 1995; Dupere et al., 2007: Esbensen, 2000; Esbensen et al.,
2010; Franzese et al., 2006; National Crime Prevention Council (NCPC), 2006; Tolan et
al., 2003; Wasserman et al., 2000). As noted by Wilson (1987) and Dupere et al. (2007),
residents of such communities are more susceptible to the influences of sdcial a
economic conditions due to socioeconomic deprivation. Multiple marginality or the
culmination of depressed social conditions such as poverty, segregation, and weakened or

absent social controls renders youth more vulnerable to the influences of gagigs (Vi
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1988). Youth gangs, therefore, thrive in communities that neglect or lack economic
resources and alternative activities for youth (Bell & Lim, 2005; Dupeak,&007:

Malec, 2006). Moore (1991) noted that “gangs as youth groups develop among the
socially marginal adolescents for whom school and family do not work” (p. 137). As a
result, socialization agents within the community become more prominent fiottes
lives of youth (Dupere et al., 2007: Esbensen, 2000; Moore, 1991).

As with other risk factor domains, an exhaustive list of individual risk factors for
the community domain does not exist; for issues pertaining to youth gangteare of
unique for given areas (OJJDP, 2000). A review of pertinent literature did, however
reveal an assortment of common risk factors as reflected within the works efausm
researchers. Esbensen (2000) insisted that youth gang members oftemegperie
economic, ethnic, and personal identity struggles. Wasserman et al. (2000) dxpande
upon such notions, insisting that persistent encounters with violence and racial prejudic
are key predictors of youth violence and gang membership. Research adds tteste
sexual discrimination and conflicts with traditional gender roles also compounitLtiee a
of gangs for some youth (Fishman, 1995; Mcllwaine, 1999).

Short (1996) and Dupere et al. (2007) identified reduced educational and
employment opportunities as being compelling forces. Exposure to illicit dhegs, t
availability of firearms, communities with high crime rates, and theepoesof
established gangs are also key determinants for youth gang enrollmkeet &Hj 2001,
NCPC, 2006; Wyrick, 2006). Hill et al. (2001) and the OJJDP (2000) insisted that living
in communities in which illicit drugs are readily available is the most iatjper risk

factor within the community domain. As noted by Fagan (1990), however, while gangs
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tend to flourish in areas with diminished opportunities and weakened social controls,
“participation in gangs is selective, and most youth avoid gang life” (p. 207).
Consequently, researchers must address other domains along with the community domain
in order to better postulate and examine the risk factors associated with gogsh g
(Esbensen, 2000).

Peer domain. The arrangements and social environments in which youth live and
function are essential elements of gang formation (Webber, 2007). Behaviecttydir
influenced by structural and psychological aspects of peer groups (BattsoiPeaal.,

1997; Menard & Elliott, 1994; Warr & Stafford, 1991; Webber, 2007). Rathus (2003)
asserted that adolescent peer groups provide youth with senses of stadbility a
belongingness in the form of peer acceptance. Youth tend to identify and assdhbiate
larger groups such as gangs in an attempt to obtain social gratificatioocaptaace
(Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Malec, 2006). Youth gang membership, therefore, is
heightened by the seeking of acceptance (Craig et al., 2002), as evidenoatphsrce

with larger groups in terms of behavior, values, and goals (Craig et al., 2002],Howel
2010b; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Rathus 2003; Sharkey et al., 2010; Sharpe, 2003). Malec
(2006) argued that youth associated with gangs often report that gang ssraotilire

fellow members are sources of acceptance, understanding, and personal recognition.

Association with delinquent peer groups is considered to be among the strongest
of all predictors of youth gang membership (Esbensen, 2000; Thibault et al., 2009;
Washington State, 2010). Gang research consistently reveals a direlatmribetween
the influences of peer groups and adolescent behavior (Battin-Pearsoh34l.,

Dupere et al., 2007; Esbensen, 2000; Menard & Elliott, 1994; OJJDP, 2000; Thibault et
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al., 2009; Warr & Stafford, 1991; Washington State, 2010; Wyrick, 2006). Wasserman et
al. (2000) and the National Center for Injury Prevention and Control (2009) noted
increased levels of aggression and violence among youth affiliated with delipgeent
groups. Research conducted by Battin-Pearson et al. (1997) and Swahn et al. (2010)
revealed that sustained gang affiliation is higher among youth with iecréals of
interaction with antisocial peers. Hill et al. (2001) concluded that interacttbn w

antisocial peers more than doubles the likelihood of youth being actively involved in
gangs for extended periods of time. Esbensen (2000) maintained that ganghes

have extensively explored the influences of peer groups from a variety ofifextetsng

levels of exposure, attachment, and commitment. Research findings suggest that
regardless of the aspect being examined; a direct correlation exwséebehe influences

of peer groups and adolescent behavior (Battin-Pearson et al., 1997; Dupere et al., 2007,
Esbensen, 2000; Menard & Elliott, 1994; Mitchell, 2011; OJJDP, 2000; Thibault et al.,
2009; Warr & Stafford, 1991; Washington State, 2010; Wyrick,).

School domain. Risk factors associated with the school domain are the least
researched predictors of youth gang membership (Esbensen, 2000; Howell, 2010b).
Research, however, indicates “that these issues are consistentlgtasaith the risk of
joining gangs” (Esbensen, 2000, p. 5). Sharkey et al. (2010) contended that although gang
proliferation and the resulting impacts have been significant in schools, qmraam
research has failed to adequately examine the potential impacts of schenoiay/m
relation to facilitating gang membership. Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Payne, and
Gottfredson (2005) reported that the general climates of many public secsaolanyis

foster gang membership. At-risk youth are often relegated to isolatemp®sn public
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schools as a result of their inabilities, social maladaptations, and other rgnfini
circumstances (Franzese et al., 2006; Malec, 2006; McCarthy, 2007; Washinggon Sta
2010). The resulting trend is for youth to become disillusioned and disassociated with
school (Franzese et al., 2006; Malec, 2006; McCarthy, 2007; Washington State, 2010),
for the general school environment often exposes one’s inabilities and inagsquaci
(Craig et al., 2002; Porter, 2008; Washington State, 2010). As communal institutions
such as schools become less prominent forces, socially disruptive forces sogthas y
gangs become more appealing and lucrative for many youth (Franz¢s€@06;
Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Robertson, 2008).

Wood and Huffman (1999) argued that gangs often hinder schools and other
social institutions as individual loyalty shifts from other aspects to the Gany
members tend to demonstrate lower levels of commitment to obtaining an education
(Bjerregard & Smith, 1993; Esbensen & Deschenes, 1998; Hawkins et al., 2000; Hill e
al., 1999; Hill et al., 2001; Maxson et al., 1998; OJJDP, 2000; Washington State, 2010).
Youth gang membership may also be attributed to and result in lower levels of
attachment to school (Franzese et al., 2006; Hawkins et al., 2000; Hill et al., T80E9; N
2010; OJJDP, 2000). Research conducted by Craig et al. (2002) revealed that a
disproportionate number of youth gang members perform below grade level on many
academic tasks. Research reveals that poor academic performancewidssroom
setting increases the likelihood of gang affiliation (Hawkins et al., 2000etHll., 1999;
NCIPC, 2009; NCPC, 2006; OJJDP, 2000; SAPD Youth Crime Service Unit, n. d.), as
does poor performance on standardized tests (Hill et al., 1999; OJJDP, 2000). The

propensity to join a youth gang is also significantly magnified for thoskests
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identified as having a learning disability (Dupere et al., 2007; Hill e1299; OJJDP,
2000; Wyrick, 2006).
Overview of Gang Indicators

Youth gangs employ a wide variety of indicators to display gangpafiih and to
differentiate themselves from rival gangs (Howell, 2010b; Kinnear, 2009; NCES, 2010;
Scott, 2000; Washington State, 2010). Given the localized nature of youth gangs and the
particular approaches communities, policy makers, and law enforcement personne
employ to identify and counter gangs, the specific types and number of indicators tha
must be present to adequately identify gang activity varies by jurmdi@Veisheit &
Wells, 1996). Numerous researchers and agencies note the traditional phystesbiadi
of gang activity; however, increased emphasis is being placed upon speafis atti
individuals that may be indicative of gang affiliation (Bureau of Justicestasge
(BJA), 1997; Howell, 2010b; Kinnear, 2009; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d., National
School Safety and Security Services, n.d.; Sandoval, n.d.; Scott, 2000; SDFS, 1999;
Weisheit & Wells, 1996). Individual warning signs, when viewed separately, may not
necessarily be indicative of gang involvement (Lawton Police Gang Unit, artip&al,
n.d.), however, a culmination of indicators may strongly suggest gang affili&owell,
2010b; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d.)

Proper classification of gang indicators is often complicated by thenghiféiture
of youth gangs. The BJA (1997) and Klein and Maxson (2010) asserted that economic
circumstances, media influences, and demographic alterations commonly yield
modifications in gang actions and indicators. Scott (2000), as well as Klein arstdMax

(2010), notes that gang indicators tend to evolve in response to factors such as
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prevention, suppression, and intervention efforts within local communities and law
enforcement agencies. The National School Safety and Security Services jportedre
that gang indicators become more subtle as public awareness increasét)erey
rests with school and community officials quickly recognizing the pressgang
behaviors and activity in a timely manner” (National School Safety acuriBe
Services, n.d., 1 14). In order to do so, school and community officials must continuously
examine local gang trends in order to properly recognize pertinent indio&tgasg
involvement (Cahill et al., 2008; Chaskin, 2010; Lassiter & Perry, 2009; White, 2009).
Visual Indicators

Scott (2000) noted that many traditional, and perhaps the most noted, gang
indicators are visual in nature. The Institute for IntergovernmentaaRes (2006)
proclaimed that the primary indicators of gang involvement include observable
occurrences such as the use of slang, initiation rituals, tattoos, particulstyess,
specific colors, and the use of specialized graffiti. The works of Wemheéiwells,
(1996), Scott (2000), National School Safety and Security Services (n.d.), and Sandoval
(n.d.), as well as the Lawton Police Gang Unit (n.d.), BJA, (1997), SDFS, (1999) and a
host of other researchers and agencies, reinforced the assertionsief theatldition,
bandanas, manners in which clothing is worn and body piercings are also commonly used
as gang indicators (Scott, 2000; SAPD Youth Crime Service Unit, n.d.). Other visual
indicators include, but are not limited to, tattoos, hand signs, and particular name brands
of clothing (BJA, 1997; Howell, 2010b; Laster, 2011; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d.;
National School Safety and Security Services, n.d.; Sandoval, n.d.; Scott, 2000; SDFS,

1999; Washington State, 2010; Weisheit & Wells, 1996).
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Criminal and Deviant Gang Activity

Weisheit and Wells (1996) suggested that many youth gangs are abandoning or
limiting the use of traditional visual indicators as a result of increased puralitaw
enforcement awareness. This trend is resulting in researchers anddavement
personnel scrutinizing the activities of individuals in conjunction with observed visual
indicators in order to identify gangs and gang members (Howell, 2010b; Klein &
Maxson, 2006; OAGF, 2009). The specific activities some youth choose to engage in
may serve as indicators of youth gang affiliation (BJA, 1997; Howell, 2010l Klei
Maxson, 2006; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d.; National School Safety and Security
Services, n.d.; OAGF, 2009; Sandoval, n.d.; Scott, 2000; SDFS, 1999; Weisheit & Wells,
1996). Research indicates that criminal activities such as violent actsatbsigasd
vandalism are often attributed to youth gangs (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Howell,
2010b; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Laster, 2011; Scott, 2000; Swahn et al., 2010). Weisheit
& Wells expanded upon this notion, stating that other criminal activities rangimg f
theft to homicide may be associated with gangs. Many gangs are atsoiaéin nature,
resulting in confrontations with other gangs, law enforcement, and community nsember
who are perceived as being invasive (BJA, 1997; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d.;
National School Safety and Security Services, n.d.; Sandoval, n.d.; Scott, 2000; SDFS,
1999; Weisheit & Wells, 1996).
Individual Behaviors

Just as not all criminal activities are gang related, not all gangtiastiare
criminal in nature. According to Klein (2005), traditional characteristics suaj&gs

clothing styles, ethnicity, and specialized names serve as gang deseaspbmsosed to
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definitive proof of gang involvement. Bjerregaard (2003) and Klein assertedh thiatar

to accurately identify and target youth gang members, behavior and othes faagirbe
considered in conjunction with common identifiers of gang involvement in order to avoid
an overemphasis being placed upon the indicators alone. As a result, the NCPC (2006),
Sandoval (n.d.), National School Safety and Security Services (n.d.), and the Lawton
Police Gang Unit (n.d.) contended that researchers must also focus on the specific
behavior of individuals as indicators of gang affiliation. The Department otdusti

(2006) and the Washington State School Safety Center (2010) concured, insisting that
traditional characteristics of gang affiliation are often accompaniedhgy personal

factors such as decreased academic performance, shifts in behaviotadesattiew

peer groups, and misbehavior at home.

Sandoval (n.d.) identified truancy from school, withdrawal from family members,
and glamorization of gang lifestyle as possible indicators of youth gaalygment. The
NCPC (2006) noted the significance of shifting views towards family, school, and
authority figures. The development of a sudden desire for privacy (SAPD Youtk Crim
Service Unit, n.d.; Washington State, 2010), as well as a rapid increase in teroregf m
and possessions (NCPC, 2006) may also signify gang involvement. While the exhibition
of a single one of the aforementioned behaviors, activities, or visual indicatonsadoes
necessarily indicate gang involvement (Sandoval, n.d.), the simultaneous presence of
several characteristics is indicative of a possible gang associatiaofi Police Gang
Unit, n.d.).

I mpacts of Gangsin Schools

Few schools are exempt from the dynamics and behaviors affiliatedowithn y
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gangs (CMHS, 2007). Schools serve as one of the most common socialization agents for
America’s youth (Esbensen, 2000; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Scott, 2000).
Schools are “the main secular institution[s] aside from the family involvedtiae
socialization of the young” (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001, p. 9). Youth gang
development and participation in public schools is, therefore, a social phenomenon that is
aided by the presence of risk factors within communities and schools (CMHS, 2007,
Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001). Lal (1996) noted the manners in which many
community agencies such as law enforcement actively gather and mainéaialatsd to
youth gangs, whereas schools are reluctant to do so. Gathering daenisaeto
identifying and combating the negative influences of gangs (Chaskin, 2010; Cooper,
2009; Swahn et al., 2010; Washington State, 2010). As within local communities, the
impacts of gangs are schools are discernible in a variety of forms, includimgueat
and non-delinquent acts (Chaskin, 2010; Cooper, 2009; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007,
Fisher et al., 2008; Goldson, 2011; Howell, 2010b; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Laster, 2011,
NCES, 2010; Swahn et al., 2010; Washington State, 2010) .

Delinquent acts. Delinquency by youth gangs is believed to be a result of
criminal opportunity (Lasley, 1998), and the nature of many public schools supply gang
members with such opportunity. Research indicates that in communities withsestbl
youth gangs, public schools endure considerable amounts of delinquent occurrences as a
direct result of the presence and activities of gangs (ChandlerE398,;, Chaskin, 2010;
Howell, 2006; NCES 2010; OJJDP, 2009a). Howell and Lynch (2000) proclaimed the
existence of youth gangs in schools significantly increases student zationirates.

Howell (2006) declared that “the presence of gangs more than doubles the likelihood of
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violent victimization at school” (p. 5). Laub and Lauritsen (1998), Knox (2006), and
Lassiter and Perry (2009) asserted that youth gangs intensify the owesiallde
violence in schools. Youth gangs significantly increase the likelihood of bullying,
vandalism, and intergroup conflicts within schools (CMHS, 2007). The FSDS (1999)
denoted increased occurrences of extortion, violence, vandalism, and threats i& school
containing identified youth gangs. Research conducted by Gottfredson arrédsottf
(2001) revealed that students report greater probabilities of fighting,\tadfal
confrontations, and intimidation when youth gangs are present. Gottfredson and
Gottfredson’s work also indicated that rates of sexual assaults in schadtteesath the
presence of youth gangs. Various studies also divulge a strong correlaveeréhe
presence of youth gangs and the availability of weapons and drugs at scho@0EstS
CMHS, 2007; Howell, 2006; Howell, 2010b; Knox, 2006; NCES, 2002; OJJDP, 2009b).
Non-delinquent acts. Concern related to the delinquent acts of gangs in schools
has been paralleled by concern for their non-delinquent acts. Youth gangsérgpr
barriers to learning and teaching and result in students who disengage franglear
school and who do not achieve academically” (CMHS, 2007, preface). Numerous studies
correlate gang membership with diminished academic performance sedrieaancy,
low commitment to school, and diminished academic aspirations (Arciaga et al., 2010;
Chaskin, 2010; Hill et al., 1999; Howell, 2003; Lahey et al., 1999; LeBlanc & Lanctot,
1998; NCES, 2010; Thornberry et al., 2003; Washington State, 2010; Wyrick & Howell,
2004). Lal (1991) reported that for many gang members, schools serve asreaeisl a
that are utilized for recruitment, intimidation, and boasting. Howell and Lynch (2000), as

well as Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001), concurred, adding the notion of gang
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presence creating an atmosphere of apprehension and incompliance thatlgegative
impacts classroom order and educational outcomes for non-gang youth. Futrell and
Powell (1996) declared that in such settings, “teachers are less apt tat tiseahfall
potential, class assignments are less creative and challenging, aritbthie ¢he school
is less motivating” (p. 10).
L eader ship Accountability

Research indicates that the presence and activity of youth gangs in schools
directly correlates with academic disruptions, episodes of violence, angigene
delinquency (Arciaga et al., 2010; Franzese et al., 2006; Garza, 1993; Knox, 2006;
NCES, 2010). Melita (1990), Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2001) and Lal, Lal, and
Achilles (1993) noted the reluctance of educators and administrators ianrétathe
acknowledgement of the presences and implications of gangs in schools. Knox (2006)
insisted that while gang disturbances in public schools are common occurrengds, de
rates among public schools is especially high. Studies conducted by Gottfredson a
Gottfredson revealed that the number and percentage of educators and adorsistr
acknowledging the presences of gangs in their respective schools is Eigittever
than reports within their communities. While a total of 36% of all educators and
administrators report gang problems within their communities, only 5.4 % gouyt
problems within their respective schools (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001). Research
conducted by Escobedo (1993) and Presley (1996) partially attributed such relductanc
the inability of educators and administrators to readily recognize keytodscand risk
factors associated with youth gangs. Smith (2011) concurred, insistingatiae s,

administrators, and school staff generally lack adequate gang prevengoveniion,
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and suppression training. Research suggests that considerable discrepastcieserms
gang perceptions among students, educators, administrators, and lawneehbrce
personnel (Arciaga et al., 2010; Duncan, 1995; Escobedo, 1993; Knox, 2006; Lee, 1995;
Melita, 1990; Presley, 1996; Rathrock, 1993). Students and law enforcement personnel
are far more likely to acknowledge the presences of gangs in schools as compared t
teachers and administrators (Knox, 2006; NCES, 2010; Smith, 2011). Students are more
likely to view the presence of gangs in schools as being more problematic argl posi
greater threats to overall levels of safety as compared to teachexdnammistrators
(Duncan, 1995; Escobedo, 1993; Knox, 2006; Lee, 1995; NCES, 2010; Rathrock, 1993;
Smith, 2011).

The U. S. Department of Justice (2006) avowed that gang activity and violence
poses a direct threat to the safety and security of the American publi@desdef
public schools, educators and administrators are charged with the task of pgotecti
students from detrimental acts, both delinquent and non-delinquent, posed by youth
gangs within schools (Essex, 2007; LaMorte, 2005). Within the past decade, numerous
state and federal administrations have enacted legislation in ordentistre the
abilities of schools and administrators to respond to the detrimental consequences of
youth gangs (Cheng, 2003; Decker, 2008). Federal legislation under No Child Lef
Behind (2001) directed each state to provide students and staff with safe and functioning
learning environments. Upwards of 70% of all states have enacted measuresadodiete
counter gangs (lIR, 2007); however, research indicates that approxi@éielgf
schools in the U. S. do not provide or require mandatory gang awareness training (Knox,

2006). Cheng (2003) contends that compliance with state and federal mandates requires
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educators and administrators to be attuned with the views and knowledge of pertinent
elected officials, as well as remaining knowledgeable of local, stateederhf laws
regarding youth gangs and education.

Lal (1996) argued that maintaining a safe and secure school environment
necessitates the use of specified tactics designed to purposely target tteises and
byproducts of gangs in schools. The FSDS (1999), as well as the OJJDP (2007),
established a list of priorities that schools and individual educators and acmtonsstas
well as other community agencies, may follow to counteract the presenceg®imgan
schools. Administrators and other school personnel must develop and adhere to codes of
conduct that designates specified guidelines and consequences for gatygoacti
campus (Arciaga et al., 2010; FSDS, 1999; Huff, 2002; OJJDP, 2007). The first step in
developing effect codes of conduct pertaining to youth gangs is to acknowledge the
presences of gangs (FSDS, 1999; OJJDP, 2007; Spergel, 1995; Spergel & Curry, 1993).
The applications of rules and regulations must be fair and consistent (FSDS, 1999), and
they must facilitate open communication and positive relationships among school
personnel, students, parents, and community agencies (Esbensen, 2000; FSDS, 1999;
NCPC, 2006; OJJDP, 1994). Educators and administrators must foster a cooperative and
nurturing school climate that promotes academic success and the developmeiat of soc
skills (Esbensen, 2000; FSDS, 1999). Schools must also undergo routine formal gang
assessments carried out by trained task forces in order to better idadtiiynderstand
the types and extents of gang activities present on campus (Arciag2@1@y.,

Esbensen, 2000; FSDS, 1999; Lal 1996; NCPC, 2006; OJJDP, 2007; Smith, 2011).
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Educators and administrators must also institute environmental chaitiges
schools in order to establish or reestablish a sense of control over gang influences.
Among the most commonly employed changes to school environments are dress code
policies, random searches, increased school security personnel, and meiaisdetec
(FSDS, 1999). Cheng (2003) contended dress codes are the most commonly utilized
methods; for visible expressions of gang culture, such as dress styles, have been
determined to distinguish members of rival gangs within schools, therebyethneat
school safety (Huff, 2002). The FSDS (1999) concluded that educators and
administrators must encourage effective school programming that empegsate
based strategies, realistic objectives, and ongoing evaluation. Most nbtabgver, the
FSDS (1999), the OJJDP (2007), and Esbensen (2000), as well as a host of other
researchers and agencies, attested that gang-affiliated youth must bedoeintable for
their actions, and educators and administrators must be afforded opportonities f
sufficient gang-related training exercises (Mayer & Furlong, 20harkey et al., 2010;
Smith, 2011; Swahn et al., 2010).

Professional Development and Teacher Training

Professional development. Avillion (2004) identified professional development
as a process of educating and training employees within an organizatiangl sett
Murphy (2004) and Porter (2008) maintained that fundamental components of school
structures should include the training of “school professionals who work on the forefront
of the educational organization” (Porter, 2008, p. 86). Research indicates thateeffect
professional development activities yield potential gains in the teachehigarning

capabilities of educators and administrators (Gordon, 2004). Professional dexlapm
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vital to enabling educators and administrators to advance their professitisal/ske
developing enhanced senses of empowerment (Short & Greer, 2002). Effectual
professional development within the field of education must employ collaborative
measures that include input from and consideration of all educational stakeholders
(Gordon, 2004). A collaborative approach to professional development is necessary for
educators and administrators to adequately meet the needs of diverse studenfolbodies
such an approach better enables educators and administrators to gain insight into the
current state of education (Avillion, 2004).

Teacher training. Administrators report that the employment and advancement
of school safety measures should serve as a driving force behind professional
development opportunities for teachers (Wood & Huffman, 1999). Lal (1996), Smith
(2011), and Crews and Crews (2008) noted the manners in which teacher preparatory
programs do not adequately equip teachers and administrators to address episodes of
violence in schools. They contend that an unintended consequence of such an absence of
training is the inability of educators and administrators to identify and sslgoaith gang
activities within public schools. The OJJDP (1994) insisted that “special oppa$
should be provided to school administrators, teachers, and staff to increase their
knowledge of gangs and community resources in regard to the problem” (p. 19). Gang-
related training must address the impacts of gang activities, gargg and strategies
designed to counteract gang influences (Arciaga et al., 2010; OJJDP, 1994b; Smith,
2011). The Florida Safe and Drug-Free School Project (1999) largely echoed the OJJD

in the sense that it suggests examining reasons for joining gangs, gamiti@tog
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strategies, gang avoidance tactics, and violence response measssesaal éraining
components all school personnel should experience during in-service training.
In-service training is necessary for educators and administratoreséarch
indicates that the most effective staff development programs primarilpgsipe-based
activities (Guskey, 2003). Youth gang occurrences and activities areéuthl nature
(Reed & Decker, 2002); thus, training needs must be determined at an institutiehal le
(Scott, 2000; Smith, 2011). Combating youth gangs requires specific knowledge and
gualifications that must be obtained and enhanced through firsthand exposure and
exercises (Arciaga, 2007). Teacher training exercises must be inafismeth gang
activities, indicators, and risk factors (Wood & Huffman, 1999), for educators and
administrators must be capable of identifying gang activity and enagjmgpaiate
measures at the earliest possible phases in order to diminish the potgrackbiof
youth gangs in schools (Huff, 2002).
Gapsin Literature
Research pertaining to youth gangs spans more than 100 years in the United
States (Curry & Decker, 2003; Esbensen & Weerman, 2005; Kinnear, 2009; Miller, 2001;
Sullivan, 2005; Thibault et al., 2009); yet, considerable discrepancies still exist
concerning the features and scopes of youth gangs (Esbensen, 2000). Klein (2005) notes
that cumulative youth gang research is currently lacking due to discrepeagses! by
the localized natures of youth gangs. Klein and Maxson (2006) noted frequent
complications researchers experience when comparing gang-relates stue to
varying definitions, procedures, and sample types. The majority of contemparayy

related information centers on aspects of criminology (Klein & Maxson, 2006). The
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resulting trend in youth gang research includes an underlying lack of knowledge
pertaining to “comprehensive, broad-based interventions involving several agjencies
(Decker, 2002, p. 19) such as school and community organizations.

Adequate research is currently lacking in terms of examining recogmske
factors of youth gang membership (Hill et al., 1999; Thornberry et al., 2003nhdPerti
research and literature currently neglects a thorough examination of indlioaxia
gang risk factors and the extents to which each contribute to gang meiplfiEi et
al., 1999; Sharpe, 2003; Thornberry et al., 2003). Individual, familial, and peer domains
generally serve as the primary categories of risk factors exanm most gang studies
(Klein & Maxson, 2006). This is resulting in a void of sufficient literature and relsea
pertaining to community and school domains, especially the school domain (Sharkey et
al., 2011). Mainstream gang research also fails to sufficiently expound upon
developmental aspects of youth in relation to identified risk factors of gantharship
(Craig et al., 2002). Klein and Maxson (2006) contended that empirical studies have
neglected the degrees of disparity between youth gang risk factefatiom to the ages
of gang participants.

Contemporary research pertaining to the indicators of youth gang membership
and activities is largely anecdotal (Decker, 2002), and the data collection deriods
many reported gang studies are yielding considerable gaps in curretirgeFature
research must thoroughly examine aspects of “the importation and exportationg of ga
symbols, structure, culture, and behavior” (Decker, 2002, p. 19). This is especially
applicable to school personnel.”"Gang indicators used by students should be researched

further to develop empirical indicators of gangs in schools that school offinzhisthers
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could use in developing communitywide anti-gang programs and strategies” (Bowell
Lynch, 2000, p. 6). Research by Smith (2011) indicated that educators and administrators
commonly lack formalized gang training, and “schools should objectively arthkyze

need for a gang policy” (p. 19). The 1980s and 1990s marked a surge in youth gang
research due to rising epidemics of gang enrollment and activities (8] Bfitb;

Hughes & Short, 2005; Reisman, 2006; Sharpe, 2005; Sullivan, 2005). As youth gang
membership declined in the latter portions of the 1990s (Egley & O’Donnell, 2009;
NGIC, 2009; Howell, 2006; Miller, 2001), so too did many youth gang research
initiatives (Hughes, 2005; Hughes & Short, 2005; Reisman, 2006; Sharpe, 2005;
Sullivan, 2005). The decline of youth gangs and their associated troubles, however, was
short-lived, as gang enrollment and proliferation began escalating onoeraga01

(Egley & O’Donnell, 2007; NGIC, 2009). Consequently, youth gang research and
literature must be updated in order to adequately reflect contemporary tratels te

youth gang risk factors and indicators.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Overview

The implications of youth gang activity within the nation’s secondaryssho
warrant the attention of educators and administrators. Studies indicate thaethge
for gang recruitment is approximately 14 years of age, whereas thacthostand
violent gang members are generally in their upper teens (Watkins & Ashby, 2006). A
review of pertinent literature suggested that the majority of schoeHlzsng
intervention and prevention strategies target elementary and middle schdol yout
(Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Smith, 2011). Many
secondary educators and administrators lack the formal training andiassells
necessary to identify and counteract the potentially negative consequencathajang
activity within schools (Shoemaker, 2008). Gang culture and activities vagglmnrand
among particular gangs (Gang Reduction through Intervention, Prevention, &iBducat
(GRIPE), n. d.). The lack of formal research and training pertaining to youth gang
activity within secondary schools substantiates further investigation.

In a descriptive quantitative study conducted in a suburban northeast Georgia
school system, Porter (2008) examined the capabilities elementary and scialutbé
educators and administratoté £ 188) had in terms of recognizing key indicators and
risk factors associated with youth gang involvement. Given the locally-based o
gang culture (GRIPE, n.d.) and the present lack of a comprehensive youthiuggng s
the school district employed within Porter’s (2008) study, this study was conau¢hed

same suburban northeast Georgia school system utilized within Pauesjs Baired
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with the findings of Porter, this study provided the school system employed viaghin t
study with a comprehensive overview of educator and administrator abilitokesntiofy
youth gang indicators and risk factors. A phenomenological qualitative deagyn
utilized in order to explore secondary educator and administrator perceptibes of t
abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors in a suburban asttGeorgia
school district. A series of 28 individual face-to-face interviews and fallpwaterviews
were employed as the primary data collection instrument in the studyooidsey
educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities to recognizadiegtors and
risk factors of youth gang activity.

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study was to further
understand the phenomenon, secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their
abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors, as expeddng educators
and administrators in a suburban northeast Georgia school district. The study atiliz
convenience sample consisting of educators and administrators employed wighin se
public secondary schools, each of which house grades 9 through 12, located within the
same suburban northeast Georgia school system. A phenomenological gealéaign
was most appropriate for this study, for the non-intervention methodology of a
phenomenological model enabled the researcher to observe charastefiste
population being studied from the perspectives of the research participaasa¢(Lr
2005; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). According to Creswell (2005), as weksseH
Biber and Leavy (2010), qualitative research consists of contextuatizeterpretation,

and understanding of individual perspectives. This naturalistic and inductive approach to
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research was essential in the exploration of the phenomenon of secondary educator and
administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang indisabod risk
factors.

The risk factors and indicators employed within the study were based upon a dual,
five-tier inventory derived from a review of pertinent literature. Resesuggests that
both gang indicators and risk factors are commonly categorized into fivectisi
groupings (Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Hill et al., 1999; Howell, 1997; IIR, 2006;
Maxson et al., 1998; Thornberry et al. 2003; Whitlock; 2004). Common indicators are
generally classified as graffiti, dress style, identifiers, comoatiain, and turf, whereas
risk factors entail individual, family, community, peer, and school domains é8geard
& Smith, 1993; Hill et al., 1999; Howell, 1997; IIR, 2006; Maxson et al., 1998;
Thornberry et al. 2003; Whitlock; 2004). Utilizing a phenomenological qualitative
design, this study explored, interpreted, and described the phenomenon (Auerbach &
Silverstein, 2003; Creswell, 2007) of secondary educator and administrator jpeicept
their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors date by their unique
experiences and training. Since this study approached the topic from thectigesof
those educators and administrators who had personally experienced the phenomenon, a
phenomenological qualitative design was most appropriate for this study (Aué&ba
Silverstein, 2003; Creswell, 2005; Creswell, 2007; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010).
Resear ch Questions

This interpretive phenomenological research study sought to answer key

guestions pertaining to the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator
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perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factaers
suburban northeast Georgia school district. This study was primarily cedceith the
shared experiences and perceptions as expressed by various adminis&t@Es
educators, and non-veteran educators employed within the same school district. For the
purpose of this study, research was guided by the following qualitativealesear
guestions:
RQ1: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify key indicators of youth gangreigtin a
suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ2: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify fundamental risk factors assediwith youth
gang activity in a suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ3: How do educators and administrators perceive their pre-service training and
professional development exercises in regard to their abilities to identif
indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang activity in a suburban
northeast Georgia school system?
RQ4: Based upon personal experiences and observations, what primary indicators
and risk factors of youth gang activity do educators and administratoreyadpl
within a suburban northeast Georgia school system view as being most influential

within their respective schools?
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Resear ch Design

Qualitative research designs enable researchers to explore theasmgp@fand
meaning individuals attribute to social circumstances and problems (Crez00H|
Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative research designs necessitate ativabjecexplore
a precise topic, collection of data by means of interviews and observationseand t
generation of hypotheses via inductive reasoning (Creswell, 2007; Greenh@ighof,
1997). Qualitative research methodologies may consist of ethnographical,studies
grounded theories, content analysis, and phenomenological research (Denzool&,Lin
2000; Key, 1997). Qualitative methodologies emphasize the significance of giatiesfi
variables in their natural settings, as well as the interactions thapira between
variables (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Key, 1997; Moustakas, 1994, Vivilaki, 2008). An
emphasis is placed on the merit of inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) as pertinensdata i
gathered by means of non-leading, open ended questions that yield personad raedni
can be transcribed to allow for direct quotation (Key, 1997). A qualitative reseaigh de
was most suitable for this study, for such a design enhanced research@#apmote
the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their ailities
recognize youth gang indicators and risk factors in a manner necessaryit@amhve
better understand the shared experiences and corresponding meanings tphargartici
associated with the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Key, 1997; Moustakas, 1994;
Vivilaki, 2008).

The qualitative phenomenological interview method that was employed in this

study collected information from secondary educators and administratossiburban
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northeast Georgia school system. A phenomenological approach was most agpropriat
for the process enable the exploration and interpretation of the participastsigle
views and experiences, as well as those shared among the participantsKasoUu$£84;
Vivilaki, 2008). Phenomenological research undertakes the task of interpreting
phenomena in order to understand the subjective meanings participantstassig
circumstances and events (van Manen, 1997). For the purpose of this study, secondary
educators and administrators took part in a phenomenological interview proceterin or
to discover and explore their lived experiences and perceptions regardirapthiges to
identify key indicators and risk factors of youth gang activity. The focus of data
collection was teachers and administrators employed in seven high schatdd locthe
same school district in northeast Georgia. Data was collected from 28gzants
comprised of two administrators and two teachers from each of the seven sch@ols. Dat
was gathered through a phenomenological interview process, which yieldettigabje
data because the life experiences of each educator and administratonigele to the
individuals (Vivilaki, 2008). For the purpose of this study, an interpretive
phenomenological approach was utilized in the exploration of secondary educator and
administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang indicatwtgisk
factors.

Philosophical underpinnings. In order to better understand the use of
interpretive phenomenology as a method of inquiry and data analysis, a primary
understanding of the philosophical contexts upon which the methodology was established

was necessary. The origins of phenomenology was traced to the works of Edmund
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Husserl, who argued that traditional approaches to research in the naeme¢saould

not be properly applied to human issues (Dreyfus, 1982; Giorgi, 2008; Husserl, 1910;
Laverty, 2003). The foundational component of Husserl's approach to phenomenology
was the composition of human consciousness (Dreyfus, 1982; Giorgi, 2008; Husserl,
1910; Laverty, 2003). According to Husserl (1910), human experiences and the
perceptions of such experiences were the fundamental structures of conssiousnes
Consequently, he developed phenomenology as a form of research in order to allow for
the consideration of human experience and perception in order to understand human
consciousness in its entirety (Dreyfus, 1982; Giorgi, 2008). Husserl believed that the
study of human consciousness mandated the use of bracketing, through which personal
judgments pertaining to the natural world were suspended, allowing for “thesiareaiy
description of the content of consciousness” (Korab-Karpowicz, 2009, 5). Consequently,
Husserl's view of phenomenology was a descriptive analysis of consciousness-(Kor
Karpowicz, 2009).

Captivated by the early works of Husserl, Martin Heidegger studied and
reinterpreted Husserl’s definition and purpose of phenomenology (Korab-Karpowicz,
2009). Heidegger (1927) first expressed his views towards phenomenology in his text
titled Being and Timeln this text, he described his views of phenomenology as they
relate to existential ontology. Heidegger’s approach to phenomenology emphasized a
“philosophical understanding of a person’s position within time and place” (Conroy,
2003, p. 38). Unlike Husserl, Heidegger believed that a theoretical understanding of

consciousness could only be obtained by an exploration of how people exist and
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encounter phenomena, thus emphasizing great value on personal observations and
judgments (Korab-Karpowicz, 2009). Heidegger maintained that personal neamsire
interpreted and assigned based upon the examination of contextual relations veiéit-the r
world circumstances (Smith, 2009). Consequently, Heidegger asserted that
phenomenology was not a descriptive analysis of consciousness; ratherytee dsae
phenomenology is interpretive, for personal life experiences and subsequemgseani
can only be analyzed in the context of the totality of past present and futurergeseri
(Adolfsson, 2010; Conroy, 2003). He viewed all elements of an experience as being
equally important in interpretation of meaning. Heidegger’s work gaveortbe t
hermeneutical approach to phenomenology, in which structures of experience ac studi
and interpreted in order to understand and engage everyday occurrences ¢Adolfss
2010; Conroy, 2003; Korab-Karpowicz, 2009; Smith, 2009).

Rooted in the works of Heidegger, interpretive phenomenology is commonly
viewed as a subset of hermeneutical phenomenology (Conroy, 2003). Conroy (2003)
noted that “the design and pathways [of interpretive phenomenology] draw on
Heidegger’s philosophical understanding of a person’s position within time and gace” (
38). Interpretive phenomenology studies investigate how a phenomenon is perceived by
an individual within a given context (Chan, Brykczynski, Malone, & Benner, 2010). As
noted by Smith (2004), such approaches to research are designed to investigateesubjecti
experiences from an individual perspective, for people often have differing exqasrie
related to the same occurrence based upon the unique implications individualedtiribut

the occurrence (Willig, 2001). According to Watson (2008), an interpretive
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phenomenological approach to research elicits insight into personal meaning and
understanding by means of an interactive research process based upon interpersonal
engagement among the researcher, participants, and the phenomenon being studied.
Smith (2004) noted that the manner in which the researcher engages with the sulgject
the resulting data directly influences the interpretation of the partisipaxgeriences.
Consequently, researchers involved with interpretive phenomenological studies must
disclose pre-existing assumptions and beliefs that may impact the inteéoprefalata
(Watson, 2008).
Appropriateness of the Design

The research problem that was addressed in this phenomenological study was
secondary educator and administrator inability to recognize fundamentatansliaad
risk factors of youth gang membership in a suburban northeast Georgia school district
The inability to do so is commonly attributed to a lack of formalized gang avesrene
training specifically designed for educational settings (Arciaga, Satkai® Jones,
2010; Chaskin, 2010; OAGF, 2009). The school system examined in this study currently
contained a minimum of 11 identified youth gangs that are present in local saibols a
communities (City of [...ville], 2011). NDIC (2008) projections suggestedadgtr
likelihood of an escalation of youth gang episodes in the given area in the near future
(NDIC, 2008). Consequently, this phenomenological research study employed-face-to
face interviews in order to explore secondary educator and administratqtpearsef
their abilities to identify key indicators and risk factors of youth gangigctvithin

educational settings. A phenomenological approach will be most appropriate, for i
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enabled the identification and exploration of common themes, experiences, perceptions,
and behaviors related to the participants’ interactions with youth gan@ciskd and
indicators within educational settings (van Manen, 1997). Phenomenological approaches
consisting of face-to-face interviews allowed for the ascertainmeheafducational and
subjective lived experiences of the individual participants, thereby unveilinghoom

themes relevant to this study (Moustakas, 1994; Vivilaki, 2008).

Educational research typically consists of two primary types ofnasea
methodology: quantitative and qualitative (Creswell, 2005; Creswell, 2008; Johnson &
Christensen, 2000). Quantitative methodologies are most appropriate whenehegsea
has determined what problem to study, and resulting research questions mplpitezie
and answered through the gathering of quantifiable data and statisticaisa(@hgswell,
2005; Creswell, 2008; Johnson & Christensen, 2000). AccordiAggno (2009),
gualitative methodologies are most appropriate when a researcher seekeri axgl
confirm relevant theories by means of inductive or deductive reasoning and gsocess
Hanley-Maxwell (2007) maintained that such processes enable resedacimerpret
data and expose resulting patterns and themes related to the phenomenon being studied.
Qualitative methodologies mandate the use of general questioning techniques ia orde
explore the views of participants, and the data collection techniques of such
methodologies entail the use of text or other written formats since the dati ba
expressed in quantifiable measures (Atieno, 2009; Creswell, 2008; Hanley-Maxwel
2007). Creswell (2008) maintained that qualitative approaches are mosvefiduen

exploring research issues that do not warrant specific variables or in situatamsh
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the researcher is incapable of identifying research variables, yhemahdating a more
thorough exploration of the research phenomenon.

A qualitative approach was most appropriate for this research study, for an
examination of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of théiesatoli
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors mandated the use of discovedy-bas
tactics related to the phenomenon due to the lack of specific variablewér2608).
More specifically, a phenomenological qualitative research methodolobledrtae
exploration of the phenomenon by means of face-to-face interviews, theflebting
the unique perspectives and lived experiences of each participant as frarmed by t
environments, experiences, and cultures of the individual (Hanley-Maxwell, 2007). The
experiences of participants are essential components of the phenomenplagieas
(Strawser, 2009). Phenomenological research designs enable researcimdmad
further understand the common lived experiences of research participants (&enz
Lincoln, 2000; Lee, 2009). A phenomenological approach entails the interpretation of
data or narrative responses as expressed by participants when describungdhbei
lived experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Lee, 2009; Strawser, 2009). According to
Vivilaki (2008), such an approach may yield common themes that allows for the
interpretation of the phenomenon.

Research Site

The population sampled from a suburban northeast Georgia school system

consisted exclusively of secondary educators and administrators. Tloé Sgtem

examined in this study was made up of 33 institutions, including 20 elementary schools,
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six middle schools, six secondary schools, and one secondary charter caremryacad
([omitted] County School System, 2011). During the 2010-2011 academic year, the
system employed 1,742 certified employees (The Governor’s Office d¢i@tu
Achievement, 2010), whereas the student enroliment totaled 25,845 ([omitted] County
School System, 2010). Of the 33 schools, 28 satisfied federal and state requirements
outlined under Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) standards during the 2009-2010
academic year ([omitted] County School System, 2010). Data for the 2010-2011
academic year was not available at the time of this study. In ordatigty AYP
mandates, individual schools and school systems must obtain at least 95% in each of the
following categories: participation, academic performance, and second andiGabrgia
Department of Education, 2009). All of the secondary schools sufficiently met AYP
standards, with the exception of the career charter academy, during th202@09
academic year. The career charter academy school had too few students ltadbd inc
AYP measures (Jomitted] County School System, 2010). As a whole, the school system
being examined sufficiently met AYP standards for the 2009-2010 acadesmic ye
(Georgia Department of Education, 2009).

According to The Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (2010), the school
system contained 59 employees with doctorate degrees, 586 with speclalistes,
862 with master’s degrees, and 581 with bachelor’s degrees. These figures included
teachers, administrators, and support staff. The average administaddiyedairing the
2009-2010 school year was $83,730.20; whereas, the average teacher salary was

$62,254.07 (The Governor’s Office of Student Achievement, 2010). Such data for the
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2010-2011 academic year was unavailable. For the 2009-2010 fiscal year, the school
system operated on a general budget of $197,917,127 as determined by a millafge rate
16.42% ([omitted] County School System, 2010). System data indicated that the overall
percentage of students classified as economically disadvantaged, dedibptiree and
reduced lunch rates, totaled 57% ([omitted] County School System, 2010). Students
classified as English Language Learners comprised 21.9% of the systed&st body
([omitted] County School System, 2010).

The study sample was drawn from seven public secondary schools located within
the same school system. The participants consisted of educators and eatongist
employed within seven secondary schools selected based upon their locations. The initia
interviews and the follow-up processes occurred at times and locations of the
participant’s choosing. Permission to conduct the study was obtained from sdteol sy
officials, as well as the administrators at each of the schools. Verbakpemmivas
sought from the administrators in case the participants chose to conduct therinitia
follow-up interviews on a school campus.

Population

The participants for the study consisted of a convenience sample of secondary
educators and administrators employed within a suburban northeast Georgia school
system. The study was thereby limited to the specific number of teackers an
administrators employed within the school district at the time the inteswiexe
conducted. Interviews were conducted with two administrators and two teachers, one

veteran teacher and one non-veteran teacher, employed within seven publibbaié sc
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within the given district. For the purpose of this study, a veteran educator or stcaboni
was defined as one who had served in a teaching and/or administrative dapaeten
or more years. A non-veteran educator or administrator, therefore, wasddes one
with less than seven years of teaching and/or administrative experieiice1dJa
sample size of 28 total participants comprised of 14 educators and 14 acdnorsgsee
Table 5) employed within seven secondary institutions located within the show s
district elicited shared life experiences that yielded pertimsnght into common themes
(Moustakas, 1994; Vivilaki, 2008), behaviors, and educator and administrator
discernment of their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and rigkria By
employing a sample size greater than 10 participants, which is often cedsiolée the
minimal sample size for a phenomenological study, the likelihood for discovery of

answers pertaining to the research questions was enhanced (Pernecky, 2006).
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Table 5:

Participant Positions and Experience

Participant

Professional Position

Years of Experience

P1

P2

P3

P4

PS5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

P11

P12

P13

P14

P15

P16

P17

P18

P19

Administrator

Administrator

Veteran Educator

Nonveteran Educator

Administrator

Administrator

Nonveteran Educator

Administrator

Administrator

Veteran Educator

Veteran Educator

Administrator

Veteran Educator

Nonveteran Educator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Nonveteran Educator

Nonveteran Educator

15

20

28

6

15

27

2

19

30

27

9

24

14

3

24

26

19
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Participant Positions and Experience continued

P20 Administrator 22
P21 Nonveteran Educator 5
P22 Veteran Educator 16
P23 Administrator 27
P24 Administrator 19
P25 Veteran Educator 11
P26 Administrator 20
P27 Nonveteran Educator 3
P28 Veteran Educator 27

Note Years of experiences reflect the total number of years employed vighiield of
public education.

The interviews commenced upon obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB)
permission to conduct the study and receiving permission from the school system to
conduct the study utilizing its facilities and personnel. Upon receiving péomisem
the school system, initial contact with the schools was made via the adrtionsttethe
individual schools. Once permission had been obtained from each of the principals, two
administrators were interviewed at each of the schools. Employintridee
Groenwald (2004) described as “snowballing,” access to the veteran and non-vetera
teacher at each school was enriched. Snowballing is a recognized “method ofrexpandi
the sample by asking one informant or participant to recommend others feientag”

(Groenwald, 2004, p. 9). Utilizing a snowballing approach resulted in easier
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identification of and access to potential research participants. Based upon theidesc
nature of phenomenological qualitative studies that occur in natural settiegsvelly
2005; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010; Johnson & Christensen, 2000; Leedy & Ormrod,
2004), the results of this study were generalized to the educators and adtonsist
throughout the school system.
Sampling

According to Neuman (2006), qualitative research methodologies seldom allow
for a representative sample to be drawn from among a diverse amount of cases.
Consequently, qualitative studies often entail nonprobability sampling, therablrey
the researcher to circumvent the precise definition of a sample sizeafB&dsliklen,
2007; Neuman, 2006). Nonprobability sampling was appropriate for this interpretive
phenomenological study, for the precise number of participant interviews s& inaon
the information that was gathered (Pernecky, 2006). Pernecky (2006) medintaat an
adequate phenomenological interview process should include at least 10 pastitipant
the process should not conclude until themes related to the phenomenon are revealed. A
total of 28 interviews were conducted in the examination of secondary educator and
administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify key indicators akdaictors of
youth gang activity in a northeast Georgia school district. For the purpdss sfudy,
three forms of nonprobability sampling were employed: snowballing, purposive, and
sequential (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Neuman, 2006).

Purposive samples are subsets of larger populations (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;

Neuman, 2006). Purposive of samples are generally constructed when a reseasiche
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to examine a precise phenomenon (Neuman, 2006), yet identifying and gainsgtacce
the study population may be extremely difficult (University of Californid,)nln many
gualitative studies, specifying the exact population to be studied may not be possible due
to variables unknown by or unavailable to the researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;
Neuman, 2006, Pernecky, 2006). Purposive sampling enables a researcher study the
target group by means of interviewing those participants that are avaitabhalbng to
take part in the study (Neuman, 2006; University of California, n.d.). For the purpose of
this study, purposive sampling was appropriate, for samples were drawarfrony
1,742 certified employees, 502 of which served at the secondary level, empldyiad wit
the school district utilized in this study (The Governor’s Office of Studentefehent,
2010). List (2004) identified maximum variation sampling as a subset of purposive
sampling. According to List, maximum variation sampling is especiallyulsestudies
containing a sample size of less than 30 participants. With a sample size of 28
participants, maximum variation sampling was employed in order to utilerger|
selection of participants so that aggregate responses better reflegadithpopulation
(List, 2004).

A sampling technique Groenwald (2004) described as “snowballing” wa®dtiliz
in order to obtain access to a veteran and non-veteran teacher at each of thehselgn s
employed within this study. According to the University of California (n.d.), sadimg
is a subset of purposive sampling. Snowballing is a recognized “method of expanding the
sample by asking one informant or participant to recommend others for interyiewi

(Groenwald, 2004, p. 9). Utilizing a snowballing approach resulted in easier
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identification of and access to potential research participants. The indivicuappls

from each school were asked to recommend a minimum of two veteran and two non-
veteran teachers employed within their respective schools to take parttndfe s
Likewise, each principal was asked to recommend a minimum of two administcators
take part in the study. This process improved access potential participants|igspec
instances where individuals chose to refrain from taking part in the study.

As with purposive sampling, sequential sampling is also commonly utilized in
exploratory studieNeuman, 2006). While both purposive and sequential sampling
enable researchers to gather data based upon the purpose of the study from as many
applicable sources as possible, sequential sampling adds a distinct clstiatieri
sampling processes (Neuman, 2006). Unlike purposive sampling, sequential sampling
enables researchers to conclude participant interviews or the data colbeotieas once
data saturation has transpired (Neuman, 2006). Data saturation occurs “asegewesa
themes|,] or explanations stop emerging from the data” (Marshall, 1996). Saquenti
sampling was appropriate for this study based upon purposive nature in which the
participants will be selected. The phenomenological interview processidedcis data
saturation emerges. As estimated, no more than 28 interviews, consisting of 14
administrator interviews and 14 educator interviews, were needed in ordairicdata
saturation

Aaker, Kumar, and Day (2007) maintained that while sample framing can be used
to adequately represent a large population, it may also reveal biases on béigalf of t

researcher. In order to control for researcher bias within this phenomenbkigity,
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participant selection was conducted at random. While snowballing was used in order to
gain better access to participants, the participants selected to taketparstudy were
randomly chosen. Participant selection for the phenomenological intervievepaise
contained specified requisites that all participants taking part inutlg sad to meet. All
participants were required to possess valid licensure for teaching or lepdeithe
secondary level within the state of Georgia. Likewise, participation in thg staddated
that all subjects be serving in the capacity of a secondary educator or aaoinist
employed within a specific northeast Georgia school district at tleedfrthe study.
Participation in this phenomenological qualitative study was strictly volyrdad all
participants were asked to take part in two face-to-face intervievosgsas well as to
read and make comments about written transcriptions of the interview procassiniocl
such requisites within the study enhanced efforts to screen potential stticipaats.
Aaker et al. maintained that screening enables researchers togatesatvast number of
people in search of those possessing specific traits or features. Scraagipgpvide
researchers with a cost-effective manner of identifying potential gadigipants (Aaker
et al., 2007).
Informed Consent

Permission was sought from the school system selected for this stucy phier
data collection process (see Appendix E). System officials were prowitted written
consent form that explained the purpose, general nature, potential risks, and potential
benefits of the study (see Appendix F). Once school system permission to conduct the

study had been granted, communication commenced with the principals withiofeac
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the seven schools employed within this study. The nature of the study walketkescr

along with the school system’s approval of the study. Out of respect for the autonomy of
each principal and individual school, verbal permission to conduct the study within the
respective schools was sought from each of the applicable administrators.

Prior to conducting any individual interviews, all participants were provided with
two copies of an informed consent document. The consent form outlined the purpose,
general nature, perceived risks, and potential benefits of the study. Thexferens
verbally read to each participant, and participants were reminded that tiieippaon
was voluntary and all results would remain confidential. Participantsas&ez to
indicate that they had read and understood the consent form and that permission was
granted for their responses to be used for data collection purposes. Each paviaspant
required to sign a consent form prior to taking part in the phenomenological interview
process. One copy of the signed informed consent document was collected for
documentation purposes, whereas the other copy was given to the individual pasticipa
for their personal records.

Minimal risks were anticipated with this study. As with any educdti@saarch
study, individual privacy and confidentiality may have been compromised if aipant
did not take appropriate measures to safeguard his or her responses. Thesegaisks wer
minimized by allowing individual participants to select the time and locdtr the
initial and follow-up interview. Further efforts were taken to minimize rigks
employing the school system email network, which required the entry of apesafic

username and password, to distribute the written transcriptions of particifaiaws.
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By utilizing the school system’s e-mail network, participants were cedlseviewing
their individual transcriptions at a time and location of their convenience, further
enhancing the privacy of the individuals. Since no identifying charactensémre
collected during the data collection phase of the research, any conagansneto
participants being personally identified and/or subjected to any form cdiypedc
repercussion were minimized. When necessary, pseudonyms were used in place of
participant or school names so the individual participants or schools were in no way
identified. No physical, psychological, economic, social, or legal riske amticipated
with this study. The need for medical or psychological intervention was nopated
with this study.

The research results were shared with the school district, individual schools, and
other pertinent individuals upon request. All collected data was analyzed anddéporte
a manner that reflected the general perceptions of educators and adioisistra
system-wide level in a suburban northeast Georgia school district. This
phenomenological research study did not include the collection of participant names, nor
was the names of individual schools indicated in survey responses, field notes, or
subsequent reports. All collected data will remain in the possession of thecheseand
stored in a secure location for a minimum of three years following the coompiétthe
study. All data will be subsequently destroyed; all paper documentsenshredded, and
all digital recordings will be erased. No protected, minor, or disabled slagse

employed over the course of this study.
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I nstrumentation

Currid (2009) maintained that journals, storytelling, reflecting upon life
experiences, and in-depth interviews may yield credible data in phenomeablogic
research studies. For the purpose of this study, face-to-face intervegw/sised to
discover the lived experiences of study participants. This phenomenological &pproac
allowed for the exploration of the phenomenon from the perspectives of the participants
and for the collection of more detailed data, thereby affording the opportunityteo bet
understand the lived experiences of each individual (Moustakas, 1994, Vivilaki, 2008).
This approach also allowed for the audio recording of each interview sessamhing
the subsequent transcription of participant responses into Microsoft Word format. By
employing face-to-face interviews within this phenomenological relsestincdy, an
exploration of the phenomenon and the analysis of emergent themes were conducted
greater detail through the use of open-ended questions.

The use of open-ended questions during in-depth phenomenological interview
sessions enabled participants to express greater insight pertainingl texperiences
and the overall study phenomenon (Dearnley, 2005). By developing and employing semi-
structured interviews, study participants were capable of signifyoamtributing to the
research study (Currid, 2009; Dearnley, 2005). The use of scripted open-ended questions
and related prompts enabled participants to supply in-depth details concerning the
phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. The use of such questions and prompts

(see Appendix D) allowed the participants to supply the study with substmtaints
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of comprehensive details pertaining to the phenomenon to the point of exhausting their
description of the phenomenon (Nueman, 2006). For the purpose of this study, semi-
structured interviews were used in order to explore the lived experience of eac
participant (Currid, 2009).

The interview protocol contained broad, open-ended questions and related
prompts in order to explore secondary educator and administrator perceptions of thei
abilities to identify key indicators and risk factors of youth gang actimity mortheast
Georgia school system. The instrument was designed so that it containedsh gener
opening and a demographics section that potentially aided in alleviatitigjgant stress
related to the interview process, as well as reducing the quantity of tedickground
information commonly collected by educational researchers (Neuman, 2006). As
suggested by Neuman (2006), the interview questions were organized andzeddagor
order to reduce potential confusion and to enhance the participants’ abilities totelgequa
respond to each question. The demographics portion entailed three primary questions
designed to reveal basic information such as professional position and years of
experience. Participant responses to these questions allowed for data gdowipigghe
data analysis phase. The demographics portion was followed by 17 open-ended questions
designed to explore the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions
of their abilities to identify key indicators and risk factors of youth gatigigc The
open-ended nature of the questions allowed for an expiration of the particgaared
life experiences related to the phenomenon (Neuman, 2006). As suggested by Neuman

(2006), the final question enabled the participants to conclude the interview process in a

115



relaxed and nonthreatening manner. The last question allowed the participants to make
any comments or suggestions related to the interview process, as welbasrent on
any pertinent issue not directly covered during the interview process.

The use of researcher-generated questions and prompts mandated the use of a
pilot study in order to validate the research tool. In order to validate theatesea
instrument, two focus group and pilot study sessions were employed. As noted by Duma
(2009), a pilot study entails a general exploratory study and scrutinizihg cégearch
instrument, as well as to serve as a pretest for the overall researdspfopdot study
was used to reveal the practicality of adequately conducting an educatsmaathestudy
related to secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their atolitentify
key indicators and risk factors of youth gang activity in a northeast Geatmals
system (Duma, 2009). Pilot study sessions entailed a focus group consisting of fo
individuals, of which two were active educators whereas the other two wimes ac
administrators. Participants in the focus group sessions were excluded fromméug pr
research study.

The purpose of the initial focus group session was to review the originalatesear
instrument and to suggest potential modifications to the instrument and overall wmtervie
process. The group was charged with the task of reviewing the research instrume
order to ensure that the design examines the appropriate topic, wadyagioglosed,
and was clearly aligned with the stated research purpose and reseaticimsjues
(Freeman, 2006; Redmond, 2009). As noted by Merrill (2009), focus groups enhanced

efforts to engage in dialogue with a group of content-knowledgeable individuaktef
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purpose of fortifying the process of data collection. Selection cri@ri@cus group
members consisted of current professional position, years of experieti¢amalnarity
with the school system employed within the study. The purpose of the second focus
group session was to review and provide feedback related to the changegseahehr
instruments resulting from the initial focus group session. Meticulous armbdiesl
documentation of the phenomenological research process aided in the innat®nalidat
the study by allowing for member checking, interviewer corroboration, additabi
confirmability, and bracketing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Data Collection

The qualitative research tools that were employed in this study included twgo foc
groups, a series of 28 individual face-to-face interviews with particigaantscipant
journals, participant surveys, and follow-up interviews with each participata
collection commenced following approval by the IRB at Liberty Univgiand the
appropriate school system officials. Informative data was extracteddurveys,
journals, and in-depth, face-to-face interviews with 28 individuals consistibg of
administrators and 14 teachers. The data was subsequently analyzed in oler¢o e
the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities t
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors in a suburban northeast Georgia school
district.

Focus groups. Two focus group sessions preceded the collection and analysis of
data pertaining to secondary educator and administrator perceptions of tltesabil

identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. The initial focus group seneegibx

117



study to help validate the testing instruments (see Appendies E & F) tleaémployed
in the process of data collecti@@uma, 2009). Participants consisted of two secondary
administrators and two secondary teachers that were excluded from th& &tidy.
participants were assembled at a time and location deemed approprietaaemient by
the group. The meeting entailed an explanation of the focus group process, obtaining
informed consent of participants, and explaining the underlying objectives of shenses
The primary objective of the initial focus group was to ensure the survey instaime
were understood as written or orally read without the addition or omission of further
details (Neuman, 2007).

The second focus group consisted of four face-to-face interviews conduttied wi
two additional secondary educators and administrators who were likewisdeckétom
the study. The participants were interviewed at a time and location deppreg@réate
and convenient by the individuals. The underlying purpose behind these interviews was
to further validate the testing instruments as a result of the changestagy the
initial focus group. This particular series of interviews allowed for ¢fiagment of
interview practices and procedures. Upon the conclusion of the focus group sessions,
participants were asked to provide feedback related to the interview protessearity
of the interview questions, and suggestions for improving the overall process and testing
instruments.

Formal data collection began upon the completion of any revisions suggested by
the second focus group. Participants were provided with an informed consent form,

outlining the purpose of the study, the name of researcher, the supervising agency
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(Liberty University), faculty sponsor and researcher contact information taethents
pertaining to the participant’s right to withdraw from participation at ang free of
penalty or punishment. The informed consent document was explained verbally, and
participants were asked to denote that they understood and agreed to comply with the
aspects outlined within the form as indicated by their signatures. Pre§nmitenviews
and survey completion were initiated upon the signing of informed consent forms. All
interviews were recorded by two digital recorders, and all intes/iggre transcribed
into Microsoft Word format in order to allow clarification and verifying theuaacy of
participant responses. In order to ensure participant confidentiality and t@uimaivet
accuracy of the transcriptions, the transcribing process was carriby thé researcher.
Each participant was provided with a transcribed copy of his or her interegsios and
asked for verification of the transcriptions in order to ensure that the documented
statements accurately reflected the views and experiences of ibgaats. This
process was known a member checking, or informant feedback, which served to enhance
the precision, transferability, and overall credibility of the study (Grirgaé&lnrau,
2008).

Participant surveys. Phenomenological research mandates the use of
triangulation in order to ensure the credibility and dependability of the studgi(c
Dauvis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2002; Thurmond, 2001). Triangulation also
helps eliminate potential biases on behalf of the researcher (Croninddalis2009;
Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2001; Thurmond, 2001). Denzin (1978) suggested that utilizing

more than one approach in qualitative research enhances confidence in thendtngy. fi
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This study contained face-to-face interviews, participant journals, aticiemt surveys
as means of data collection. Upon assenting to take part in the study, partiegrants
asked to complete a brief survey designed to assess their initial perceptlois of t
abilities to recognize key indicators and risk factors of youth gangteagiin their
respective schools. Participants were asked to respond to 10 statementsabngntiat
they “agree,” “disagree,” or have “no opinion” pertaining to a given statefaee Table
6). Each response was assigned a numerical value using a Likert scaleifoonder to
allow for statistical analysis of participant responses. Such analysissefs in the
revelation of the initial perceptions educators and administrators had cowgcieir

abilities to recognize indicators and risk factors of youth gangitycti
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Table 6:

Summary of Survey Questions

PARTICIPANT SURVEY

Please respond to the following statements by circling the option that bestsrgthur
beliefs based upon your position as a teacher or administrator.

1. | can identify youth gang graffiti within my school.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

2. | am capable of recognizing the dress styles of youth gang memberssthovy.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

3. | can recognize youth gang identifiers and tattoos exhibited by students in a
school setting.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

4. 1 am familiar with the specific methods of communication used by gang membe
while in school.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

5. | am capable of locating and identifying areas claimed as turf by gauidp
members.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

6. As ateacher or administrator, | am aware of individual experiences andgers
beliefs that may encourage students to join a youth gang.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

7. | am capable of identifying specific dynamics in the communities surrounding m
school that may contribute to youth gang formation.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

8. | can identify aspects of family life that may encourage my studendata
youth gang.

Agree Disagree No Opinion
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Participant Survey continued

9. | am confident in my ability to recognize the influences peer groups mayrhave
regards to youth gang formation among the students in my school.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

10.As a teacher or administrator, | understand and can identify the influences that
student perceptions of school culture, the school environment, and academic
experiences have in relation to students joining youth gangs.

Agree Disagree No Opinion

Participant interviews. The phenomenological interviews employed broad
opening prompts followed by a series of topic-oriented questions designed to explore the
lived experiences of teachers and administrators (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Maistaka
1994, Vivilaki, 2008). Open-ended questions were employed in order to maintain focus
and clarity. The use of open-ended questions facilitated the phenomenologiaedites
process by enhancing the subjectivity of participant responses so that tmeamniags
and extents of participant experiences may be ascertained (Becker, 1998; &enzi
Lincoln, 2000; Moustakas 1994, Vivilaki, 2008). The interview questions were custom
designed to elicit the individual and shared life experiences of the participathtbea
interview tool was validated by means of two pilot study and focus group sessions.

When needed, a series of follow-up questions and prompts were used in order to
provide a framework and focus during the interview process. The primary interview
follow-up questions, and prompts were strictly thematic, and all questions and prompts

were prepared in advance (see Appendix D) based upon an investigation of previous
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research, a review of pertinent literature, and consideration of the reseastioms.

This particular phenomenological approach allowed for cross-checking sbehat
participants clearly understood the intended meanings behind the interview questions, as
well as to establish clear aspects underlying participant responsbs B&000). Cross-
checking was essential to ensuring rigor and clarification during theviedy process

and subsequent recounting of participant responses (Barbour, 2000). As noted by Becker
(1992), this approach was conducive to the intent and conduction of phenomenological
research, for such an approach enabled one to gain a deep understanding of participant
experiences and perceptions.

Interview questionsThe phenomenological interview questions utilized in this
interpretive phenomenological study were custom designed based upon a review of
pertinent literature (see Table 7), previous research efforts, and the ofiioe research
guestions employed within this study. The purpose of the questions regarding secondary
educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify youthigdicators
and risk factors was to gather information pertaining to the participantsdodl and
shared perceptions and experiences related to the phenomenon. The establishment of
credibility and dependability in this interpretive phenomenological studyaidas by
the generation of a summary of the underlying purposes of the questions and the
corresponding links to applicable research and literature. Content validigstedished
by having professionals within the field of education review the survey ingttume

whereas face validity was addressed by grounding the interview questions in aafeview
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pertinent literature and research (Creswell, 2007; Johnson & Christensen, 2800&1 e
Ormrod, 2004).

As aforementioned, the interview questions were grounded in a review of
pertinent literature and preceding research (see Table 7). Questionsooigé thiree
were designed to gather basic demographic data relevant to the stindgs suc
professional position, years of experience, and specific settings in whighrtiegpants
had work experience. Banda (2003) noted that the collection of specific demographic
data provides researchers with pertinent insight related to characteaisti¢actors
related to a social phenomenon. The collection of such data allowed for a morghhorou
exploration of the study topic and provides for more adequate responses to the study
(Banda, 2003). The collection of such data was highly relevant to this study based upon
the study design. The collection of basic demographic information allowetkefsotting
of responses by administrators and educators, as well as differerbigtivoeen veteran
and non-veteran educators.

Questions four and five targeted specific training exercises theipants may
have undergone related to the phenomenon. More specifically, participant involvement in
pre-service and staff development exercises targeting youth gangtangdiand risk
factors were explored in questions four and five. Numerous youth gang resehastgers
noted the failure of teacher preparatory and staff development prograenss of
adequately preparing educators and administrators to identify and addresssissh as
youth gang activities in public schools (Crews & Crews, 2008; Lal, 1996; Smith).201

The OJJIDP (1994) and FSDS (1999) recommended specialized staff development
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opportunities designed to provide educators and administrators with opportunities to
increase their knowledge of local youth gangs and available communal resotinces wi
which schools may combat the negative influences of gangs. The FSDS (1999) suggeste
that educators and administrators become knowledgeable about the reasonsryouth joi
gangs, gang identification strategies, and gang avoidance techniquesklaand

abilities are considered to be essential training components all educators and
administrators should experience during staff development exercises,(FSIS.
Consequently, questions four and five were designed to explore precisely whaescti

and training, if any, educators and administrators employed within this tsaady

received concerning youth gang indicators and risk factors.

Questions six was designed to investigate the individual and unique experiences
the participants may have had with youth gangs in educational settings. The CMHS
(2007) asserted that few schools are exempt from the occurrences and infhigoecgs
gangs. Reed and Decker (2002) noted the manners in which youth gang occurrénces a
activities tend to be unique and localized in nature. Arciaga (2007) argued that iroorder t
effectively combat youth gangs in schools, educators and administrators nagstspos
specific knowledge that may be gained and strengthened by direct expogaughto
gang activities. Huff (2002) maintained that educators and administraistdmcapable
of identifying youth gang activity in order to minimize potential consequencgsuttf
gangs in schools. Question six was designed to investigate what, if any, knowreand dir

experiences the study participants had with youth gangs in educatiomgssetti
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Questions seven, nine, 11, 13, 15, and 17 were designed to investigate the
perceptions participants held regarding their abilities to identify ycanly ghdicators in
educational settings. Numerous youth gang researchers have noted theyast ar
indicators youth gangs employ in order to display gang affiliation and toadiffate
themselves from other gangs (Howell, 2010a; Kinnear, 2009; NCES, 2010; Scott, 2000;
Washington State, 2010). Weisheit and Wells (1996) asserted that thecdypeti of
indicators displayed by gang members varied by region, as well as among irldividua
gangs. Klein and Maxson (2010) concurred, arguing that gang indicators had ayendenc
to evolve as school and community officials developed and implemented gang
prevention, suppression, and intervention methods. The National School Safety and
Security Services (n.d.) reported that that effective anti-gang measgessitated the
quick and accurate identification of gang indicators on behalf of educators and
administrators. Thus, questions seven, nine, 11, 13, 15, and 17 explored the individual
perceptions each participant had regarding his or her ability to recognittegang
indicators within their respective school settings.

Questions eight, 10, 12, 14, 16, and 18 were designed to explore the participants’
perceptions of their abilities to recognize key risk factors of youth gamnifyawithin
educational settings. The NYGC (2006), Wyrick (2006), Howell and Egley (2005), the
NCPC (2006), and Capuzzi and Gross (2004) identified five key domains of recognized
risk factors that contributed to the progression of youth gangs. The domainamdye f
individual, school, peer-related, and community and neighborhood risk factors.

Numerous researchers noted direct correlations between youth gang invalaeche
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personal relationships and interactions with the aspects of each of the five domains
(Capuzzi & Gross, 2004; Center for Youth Policy Research, 2006; Esbensen & Tusinski,
2007; Esbensen et al., 2010; Howell & Egley, 2005; NCPC, 2006; Reed & Decker, 2002;
Sharpe, 2003; Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006; Wyrick, 2006). Youth gang occurrences and
development within public schools was considered a social phenomenon that spawned
from the existence of risk factors from within and outside of school settingsl§CM
2007; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001). Numerous researchers contended that a primary
task for youth gang researchers and educational leaders was the idemti6E#he most
ubiquitous risk factors so that adequate responses to youth gangs could be developed and
implemented (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Esbensen et al., 2010; Mitchell, 2011,
Wasserman et al., 2000; Howell, 2010a; White; 2007; Wyrick, 2006). Consequently,
guestions eight, 10, 12, 14, 16, and 18 sought to examine the views educators and
administrators had related to their abilities to identify youth gang rctkria

Questions 19 and 20 were designed to probe specific beliefs participants had
pertaining to pre-service and staff development exercises targetitiggangs in
schools. Research indicated that effective teacher and administratogtexercises
often resulted in considerable gains in teaching and learning capalfBtiedon, 2004).
Short and Greer (2002) noted that adequately structured training exercisestaldo
the advancement of professional skills and personal empowerment of educators and
administrators. Gordon (2004) asserted that the formulation of effectual traxengses
within the field of education exploited collaborative approaches that were inctfsive

educator and administrator input. Avillion (2004) argued that collaborative approaches
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were necessary to enable educators and administrators to meet the tieeidstofdents
while gaining greater insight into educational matters. Educators and attatons often
lacked opportunities for sufficient gang-related training exerciaydr & Furlong,
2010; Sharkey et al., 2010; Smith, 2011; Swahn et al., 2010). The exploration of
participant perceptions related to pre-service and staff developmensesesas,
therefore, necessitated by the nature of this interpretive phenomenologigal stud
Question 21 was designed and employed in order to enable the participants to
make personalized comments related to aspects that may not have beentaligstty
by the preceding interview questions. More specifically, this question enabled the
participants to provide feedback related to the study and the interview process.
Participant feedback was a vital component of this interpretive phenomenological
research study. A phenomenological approach to research allowed for a deeper
understanding of the participants’ subjective experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000;
Moustakas, 1994; Vivilaki, 2008), and providing opportunities for participant feedback
was essential to establishing credibility and dependability in thigneti/e
phenomenological research study (Grinnell & Unrau, 2008). As noted by Creswell
(2008), closing aspects of phenomenological interview sessions should provide for
opportunities to address participant concerns and the demonstration of courtesy to the
participants. As suggested by Neuman (2006), the final question will enable the

participants to conclude the interview process in a relaxed and nonthreatening. manne
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Table 7:

Summary of Interview Questions and Literary Foundations

Question(s) Topic Literary Source

1,2,&3 Demographic Banda, 2003
Data

4.5 19, & Pre-service & Creswell, 2008; Crews & Crews, 2008; FSDS, 1999;:

20 Staff Gordon, 2004; Lal, 1996; Mayer & Furlong, 2010;
Development OJJDP, 1994, Sharkey et al., 2010; Short & Greer,
Exercises 2002; Smith, 2011; Swahn et al., 2010; Wyrick,

2006

6 Professional Arciaga, 2007; CMHS, 2007; Decker, 2002; Hulff,
Experiences 2002

8, 10, 12, 14, Youth Gang Capuzzi & Gross, 2004; Center for Youth Policy

16, & 18 Indicators Research, 2006; Esbensen et al., 2010; Esbensen &

Tusinski, 2007; Howell & Egley, 2005; NCPC,
2006; NYGC, 2006; Reed & Decker, 2002; Sharpe,
2003; Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006; Wyrick, 2006

7,9,11, 13, Youth Gang Risk Howell, 2010; Kinnear, 2009; Klein & Maxson,
15, & 17 Factors 2006; NCES, 2010; Scott, 2000; Washington State,
2010, Weisheit & Wells, 1996

21 Participant Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Grinnell & Unrau, 2008;
Feedback Moustakas, 1994; Neuman, 2006; Vivlanki, 2008

Note Interview questions were developed based on the review of pertinernufigera
Refer to Appendix D for a list of the precise questions.

Reflective journals. Realizing that participants may have been hesitant to
respond to particular questions during face-to-face interviews, as well as s#giogy
that traditional quantitative surveys may not accurately portray quaditagitions
(Moustakas, 1994), reflective journals afforded participants the opportunity to repor

upon the phenomenon at a time, place, and in a manner of their choosing. Upon the
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completion of the initial interview session, participants were asked to nmagnta
reflective journal related to their lived experiences and perceptions of yowgh ga
indicators and risk factors in school settings. Each participant was provided sptral
bound notebook and asked to record any recollections not previously disclosed or any
new experiences with youth gangs that may have been encountered duringthe pe
between the initial and follow-up interview. Each participant was instructed tordod
any thoughts or experiences he or she deemed relevant. These journalslectezicol
during follow-up interviews with each of the participants. The use of journals iaidieel
data collection process by enabling participants to provide input that mapéeve
forgotten or not stated during the interview and survey phases of the study. Bpgllow
for maximum amounts of participant feedback and by ensuring triangulation Wighi
study, the credibility, dependability, and trustworthiness of this interpretive
phenomenological study was amplified considerably (Golafshani, 2003).

Follow-up interviews. Upon coding the data and discovering emergent themes,
individual follow-up interviews were scheduled with the study participaris.fallow-
up interviews were utilized to ensure that the data accurately reffkbetgerceptions
and lived experiences as expressed by the individual educators and adimisjsisat
well as to allow for any additional input that may have been provided by thepzartec
The reflective journals completed by the participants were collecteapdine follow-up
interviews. Each participant was provided with documentation describing #rgem
themes at the time of the follow-up interviews. During the follow-up interyiaws

explanation of the themes and the addressing of any questions or concerns the
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participants had pertaining to the themes or the general study were eohduct
Participants were asked to verify the accuracy of the documented themesasp that
accurate portrayal of the phenomenon could be analyzed and reported. As noted by
Grinnell and Unrau (2008), participant feedback, or member checking, is esgential t
establishing credibility and dependability in qualitative research studrastilBing
follow-up interviews to enable participant feedback, the accuracy, transtgrand
applicability of this interpretive phenomenological study was improved signtfic
(Grinnell & Unrau, 2008).
Data Analysis

The phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their
abilities to identify youth gang risk factors and indicators was egglby means of an
interpretive phenomenological process. An interpretive phenomenologicatcresea
method yielded pertinent data related to such perceptions. Researdpaagiconsisted
of secondary educators and administrators employed within the same noréaasa G
school system, and the study sought to investigate the experiences and percagions e
had concerning their abilities to identify youth gang risk factors and indicatavsder
to ensure confidentiality throughout the data analysis process, each partiegeaved a
coded identification number upon signing the informed consent document.

NVivo 9. Upon the completion of individual interviews, data was transcribed into
Microsoft Word format. Transcription allowed for participant review of thléected data
in order to ensure accuracy, as well as to prepare the qualitative datalfsisa The

transcription of information into Microsoft Word format enabled the data toteeesl
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into the NVivo 9 data analysis program. The use of NVivo 9 allowed for computer-
assisted organization, coding, and analyzing of unstructured or otherwise subjective
information (QSR International, 2007), such as that pertaining to secondaagcrcarc
administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang riskfa@and
indicators. The use of NVivo 9 software also allowed for the further bragketi
researcher subjectivity and bias.

The use of in NVivo 9 provided a vast array of resources that significantly
contributed to this phenomenological research study. This data analysis prigvesn a
for improved organization of data, more precise categorization of researatietsaaind
improved capabilities of sharing the research results with pertinenatsfiBiased upon
the ability of the program to store and assist with organizing data, as el as
portability it afforded, significantly more opportunities were made alaelfor an in-
depth exploration of the data as compared to more traditional document-based
phenomenological approaches to research. The features of NVivo 9 alloweekfter gr
opportunities to accurately unveil and report upon the emergent themes. The use of
specialized visualization techniques, semantic searches and comparisons)gnem
features, and user specified inquiries assisted in revealing faint datapaind thematic
trends relevant to the study. The use of NVivo 9 essentially allowed for a maraghor
examination of the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of
their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors in a balbunortheast

Georgia school district.
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Evolving themes originating from the initial interview data were develaged
major and minor themes (Creswell, 2005). By employing a thematic anatgshod and
NVivo 9 software, the organization, coding, and analysis of data revealelbpiag
themes that allowed for the comparison of participants’ responses. The aiiganiza
coding, and analysis of data enabled the investigation and unveiling of major and minor
themes pertaining to secondary educator and administrator perceptions abilitess to
identify youth gang risk factors and indicators. Themes were develbgsed upon the
frequency, concentration, tendencies, and intervals revealed by data giNdysign,
2006).

Data transcription and member checking. Along with the use of NVivo 9, a
vast array of researcher-based efforts was employed in the analgais.ofollowing the
completion of the individual interviews, transcriptions of the audio recordings vagte m
into Microsoft Word format so that the participants could review the transcrigmahs
provide pertinent feedback. Member checking was utilized in order to ensure that the
transcribed interviews accurately reflected the perceptions and respotises of
participants, which served to enhance the precision, transferability, andl orezidpility
of the study (Grinnell & Unrau, 2008). Creswell (2007) maintained that the use of
member checking is essential to ensuring the precise nature of qualitédivEr#h
(2004) noted that in interpretive phenomenological studies, the interpretation of data is
subjected to the beliefs, assumptions, and understandings of the researchers.

Consequently, the use of transcription and member checking was essentialtt@his s
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for they ensured that the potential biases of the researcher did not yieleérpisitattions
of participant responses and perceptions related to the phenomenon.

Memoing. Throughout the data collection and data analysis phases, the process of
memoing was used frequently in order to explore emergent themes. Creswell (2007)
described the process of memoing as a necessary feature of quakisgianein, for it
enables the researcher to document thoughts and ideas related to emergsrdartdeme
related theories at all phases of the research process. Birks, ChapmannaisdZ0a8)
concurred with Creswell as they asserted that memoing is an effecioezipral and
analytical tool that may be beneficial at all phases of the researchgrobesuse of
memoing was beneficial in the identification and exploration of theoretnte that
existed among raw data and the phenomenon (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008; Glaser,
1998) of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities goize
key indicators and risk factors of youth gang activity. Glaser (1998) argatthé
process of theoretical memoing allows for the conceptualization of ideasfitterent
of ideas, and the establishment of relationships between emergent therttes stady
phenomenon. The process of memoing enables researcher-generated ideas t@avolve fr
personal and abstract notions to those that are more concrete and capable of being
articulated in manners relevant to the study phenomenon (Glaser, 1998). The consistent
use of reflective memoing in this interpretive phenomenological studydstrelp
disclose and document any personal thoughts and ideas related to the emergsrdagsheme

they became manifest. As noted by Creswell, this process serves to hefy identi
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researcher biases and reduce the potential for such biases to influeeseiltseof the
study.

Open coding. Sandelowski (1995) argued that the analysis phase of text-based
research is often initiated by proofreading the original material, sucheagiew
transcriptions and researcher notes, and highlighting key phrases. Bernard (2000)
maintained that multiple reviews of texts enable researchers to méka ey
identification of potential themes. Johnson and Christensen (2000) asserted éhat thes
steps are components of open coding, which entailed “examining the data (usually
reading transcripts line-by-line) and naming and categorizing dissestesnts in the
data” (p. 336). Bogdan and Biklen (2007) argued that as lines of text scrutinlegdnte
themes begin to emerge. Open coding was an essential component of data anhigsis in t
interpretive phenomenological study. Repeated reviews of audio recordings in text
transcriptions helped expose and clarify emergent themes. Data was maoratlyand
categorized to facilitate understanding. Categorization helped expose ilaetsan and
differences found among participant responses. The use of open coding allow for the
comparison of researcher-generated codes to those generated by the NViva@ softw
package. From a personal standpoint, | felt like this comparison was necessdegy to or
better examine and report relevant themes, as well as to immerse wigsalthe
research, as is standard protocol for researchers employing an interpret
phenomenological approach.

Rich data. Holloway and Wheeler (2010) maintained that in qualitative research,

“the data themselves have primacy, generate new theoretical iddaseg may help
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modify already existing theories or uncover the essence of the phenomesia” (p.
thereby mandating the collection of rich data. Siegel (2002) described richsdhizt

which provides thorough descriptions of subjective data that may not be easily
manipulated by statistical means. Seamen (2009) emphasized that rich daites @mnt
ample amount of explanatory and contextual detail. Holloway and Wheeler sdggeste
that rich data could be collected in a variety of manners, including observatitamsnts
and interviews. They also maintained that studies that are voluntary in naturieutentr

to the collection of rich data, for participants in such studies tend to provide moteddetai
responses.

For the purpose of this study, rich data was obtained in a variety of manners. The
reiteration of the voluntary nature of the study significantly enhanced parttci
willingness to take part in the study and to articulate in-depth responses (Hoftlowa
Wheeler, 2010). All interview sessions were conducted at times and locationsnasl dee
appropriate by the participants, thereby making the study process mdogtabta and
convenient for the participants. Rich data was obtained through the use of open-ended
interview questions and participant journals, providing the participants with tmaunyri
methods of supplying detailed phenomenological responses. The use of memoing during
the interview sessions allowed for the documentation of participant body language,
mannerisms, and other facets that could not be recorded in audio format.

Triangulation. Phenomenological research designs mandate the use of
triangulation, for triangulation is essential to ensuring the credibility apdriiability of

such study designs (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, Cronin-Dauvis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978;
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Patton, 2002; Thurmond, 2001). Triangulation also aids in the elimination of potential
biases on behalf of the researcher (Cronin-Davis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2001;
Thurmond, 2001). Denzin (1978) maintained that triangulation in qualitative research
could be established in multiple forms. For the purpose of this study, three forms of
triangulation were utilized: data triangulation, methodological trianigulaand
environmental triangulation. The use of multiple forms of data collection and analysi
multiple subject groups (Cronin-Davis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978; Thurmond, 2001), and
various locations and times during the data collection phase assured thateacnoaite
portrayal of the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their
abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors in a suburban asttGeorgia
school district was reflected in the study.
Credibility and Dependability

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), credibility and dependability are
primary concerns in any research study. Neuman (2006) asserted thaigthsolute
dependability and credibility are virtually unfeasible in most resedncles; however,
exhaustive efforts to ensure substantial levels of dependability and ctedibduld
serve as guiding principles that all researchers strive to a@tame{n & Lincoln, 2000).
As noted by Golafshani (2003), concepts of dependability and credibility are not
universal and concrete in qualitative studies. Concepts of dependability andityedibi
gualitative research hinge upon the precision, integrity, and applicability cfgbarch

(Golafshani, 2003; Hoepfl, 1997; Winter, 2000). In qualitative research, the concept of
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credibility typically refers to validity, whereas dependability irepldependability
(Neuman, 2006).

Miyata (2009) described credibility as the strength of researsddb@onclusions
and inferences. Golafshani (2003) asserted that credibility in phenomenolegezaich
is established when the means of measurement are accurate and when suemaesur
accurately measure the phenomenon that is being studied. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
emphasized that researcher neutrality, research confirmability, andrtbistency of
data sufficiently meet the criteria of establishing credibility ialdative studies.

Campbell (1996) reinforced the notions expressed by Golafshani, as well as landol
Guba, while adding an emphasis upon the applicability, transferability, and depéyndabili
overall data. Campbell insisted that a thorough examination overall data, thecprete
data reproduction reports, and thorough process notes aid in the establishment of
credibility in phenomenological studies.

In qualitative research, credibility is viewed as a measure based updructens
such as integrity, sound content, and the orientation of criteria (Miyata, 2009aNeum
2006). Neuman (2006) asserted that recognized qualitative research process¢ot
natural historical methods or ecological credibility. A natural historthotewas
employed to ensure credibility throughout this qualitative phenomenologieakcés
study, for this method enables one to divulge the trustworthiness of a qualitative stud
(Neuman, 2006). This approach to ensuring credibility enabled the disclosut®$ ac
and measures precisely as they occurred throughout the study (Neuman, 2006). The use

of a natural history method for establishing credibility during this qder study
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mandated the use of a pilot study and focus group sessions so that trained pragessional
not directly associated with the study could determine if the study andadsdoc
implements were credible. Meticulous and methodical documentation of the
phenomenological research process aided in the natural validation of the study by
allowing for member checking, interviewer corroboration, auditability, coatuify,

and bracketing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The concept of dependability pertains to the consistency of the resultggMiya
2009). Golafshani (2003) and Neuman (2006) restated the definition of dependability by
claiming that dependability infers dependable results in qualitative stbi#aman
(2006) maintained that dependability is present when credibility has been tiequa
demonstrated in a qualitative study, yet dependability alone is not sufficienstre
credibility. Dependability and credibility are congruent in qualitatigeagch
(Golafshani, 2003); thus, an adequate demonstration of credibility is satigfiacterms
of establishing dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Neuman, 2006; Patton, 2002). A
pilot study employing teachers and administrators was conducted in ordeute s
credibility and dependability of the interview questions and overall interpresess.
Personal views, experiences, and opinions of the researcher were alsedreckeder
to ensure neutrality. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, aicgbpats
were afforded the opportunity to review all recorded data in order to ensurg@reci

The study was dependable based upon the validation of the research tools, the
maintenance of sample population criteria, and the use of computer-aftiears that

was used to sort and categorize data. External threats to dependabilityvaay ha
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cultivated from the individual participant’s interpretation of the intervigsstions, the
particular time of day the individual interviews take place, and the potentaiing
attitudes and perceptions individual participants may have regarding the stwdyrtdpi
overall process. Potential internal threats to dependability may havetedrudis
researcher posture and demeanor during the interview process, as welpascaiwed
reactions that may have been expressed in reaction to participanewntezgponses.
Further threats to dependability may have consisted of altering indivdeirview
guestions or delivery modes. In order to account for potential threats to dependability,
bracketing was employed throughout the interview and data analysis psocesse
Bracketing helped alleviate the influences of any acknowledged biasefalh df the
researcher, as well as assisting in adequately mitigating furtheripthyesthmaging
effects of preconceptions that may not be readily recognizable (Vivilaki, .2008)
Trustworthiness

As noted by Golafshani (2003), the notion of trustworthiness in qualitative studies
largely entails the establishment of credibility and dependability. Chéydomd
dependability in qualitative studies is comparable to reliability and validigpantitative
studies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Golafshani, 2003; Neuman, 2006). The establishment
of credibility and dependability is made possible by the soundness and riger of t
gualitative model employed within the study (Golafshani, 2003; Miyata, 2009). As noted
by Denzin (1978), qualitative studies are often influenced by the viewpoints and biases of
the researchers. As a result, qualitative researchers must ensimaghass is eliminated

and truthfulness concerning the study phenomenon is maximized (Denzin, 1978;
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Golafshani, 2003). Lincoln and Guba (1985) outlined the criteria for establishing and
maintaining trustworthiness in qualitative research. They insistedtisavorthiness is
composed of a blend of credibility, dependability, confirmability, transfetglaind the
genuineness of the research.

Numerous aspects of this interpretive phenomenological study were considered,
and precise measures were implemented in order to establish and maintadithktyr
dependability, and the overall level of trustworthiness associated witstuidig. This
study investigated the perceptions that secondary educators and admisikadtor
regarding their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risfofacPurposive
sampling, more specifically maximum variation sampling, was employdthsthe
sample better reflected the collective study population (List, 2004). Two foous gnd
pilot study sessions were used to validate the research instruments and foradipgan
feedback related to the research design, the research instruments, and thstodgral
process. Member checking was utilized in order to ensure the accuracy\oéwte
transcriptions and to allow for enhanced participant feedback (Grinnell &lU2088).
As noted by Maxwell (1996), obtaining feedback is essential to eliminatingrcbse
biasness and other threats to research credibility. Birks et al. (2008)inedritzat
memoing is an effective procedural and analytical tool that may be behafialh
phases of the research process. Creswell (2007) described the process ofjnrasraoi
reflexive procedure in which the researcher documents personal thoughtsaand ide
related to emergent themes throughout the research process. Doing sdygeidesain

the establishment of theoretical links that may exist among raw wnidtxalanations of
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the research phenomenon (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008). Memoing was used
frequently throughout this study in order to document and disclose personal thoughts and
ideas related to the themes and phenomenon, as well as to reduce any tendencies of
biasness.

Trustworthiness in qualitative research is further enhanced by the use of
triangulation (Golafshani, 2003). Creswell and Miller (2000) defined triangulation as a
“validity procedure where researchers search for convergence amongeraitl
different sources of information to form themes or categories in a studi2gp. When
utilized effectively, triangulation enhances confidence in the reseasalis (Creswell &
Miller, 2000; Denzin, 1978; Golafshani, 2003; Patton, 2002). Denzin (1978) expanded
upon the traditional notion of triangulation in research methods and designs. Denzin
noted that four distinct forms of triangulation may be applicable in resstdies: data
triangulation, theory triangulation, investigator triangulation, and methodological
triangulation. For the purpose of this study, three forms of triangulationppily.adata
triangulation, methodological triangulation, and environmental triangulation.

Data triangulation entails conducting research at different timestjdos, or with
different subjects (Cronin-Dauvis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978). While investigékng
perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have in regardabilities to
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors, three primary groups of parttsiwere
utilized. These groups consisted of administrators, veteran teachers, areteran-
teachers. The use of three subject groups met the requirement for esigbliah

triangulation as outlined by Cronin-Dauvis et al. (2009) and Denzin (1978). Thurmond

142



(2001) justified the use of data triangulation by stating that “variance insgvent
situations, times, places, and persons add to the study because of the possibility of
revealing atypical data or the potential of identifying similar patterns,ticusasing
confidence in the findings” (p. 254). Methodological triangulation entails the useref m
than one method of collecting data (Cronin-Davis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978).
Methodological triangulation combats the flaws of a single-method approacleaoates
any applications thereof, thereby increasing the potential for enhantigdiecce in

study results (Cronin-Davis et al., 2009; Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2001; Thurmond, 2001).
This study employed face-to-face interviews, participant journals, andipant surveys
as means of data collection. By employing three sources of data in thpsette
phenomenological study, the credibility and dependability of the study was edhanc
and efforts to minimize potential biases within the study were improveshifGDavis et
al., 2009; Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2002; Thurmond, 2001).

Guion (2002) defined environmental triangulation as “the use of different
locations, settings, and other key factors related to the environment in which the study
[takes] place, such as time of the day, day of the week, or season of the year” (p. 2).
Environmental triangulation is necessary when the findings of the study may be
influenced by the environmental factors (Guion, 2002), as would have been theatlase if
interviews were conducted in a formal school setting. In order to ensurerenental
triangulation, participant interviews took place at various times, on variggssofithe
week, and in various locations deemed appropriate by the participants. As noted by

Golafshani (2003), effective qualitative studies emphasize and capitalize ugitmlitye
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dependability, and the use of triangulation in order to reflect truth in the resbParctin
(1978) and Cronin-Dauvis et al. (2009) asserted that multiple forms of triangulation, such
as the use of data triangulation, methodological triangulation, and environmental
triangulation, significantly increases the levels of credibility, depaihtya and
trustworthiness in qualitative studies.

In order to enhance the trustworthiness of this interpretive phenomenological
study, permission to conduct the study was sought and granted by the Institutional
Review Board at Liberty University, as well as from the school systaployed within
the study. The individual principals at each school were also be contacted in order to
explain the purpose and procedures of the study and to obtain verbal consent for the study
to take place within the school buildings if necessary. Informed consent documents
outlining the purpose, procedures, and perceived benefits and risks associated with this
study were provided for all participants. The informed consent documentyevbedly
read to each participant, and participants were afforded the opportunity to ask questions
related to the study prior to granting consent for participation in the $tadycipant
confidentiality was maintained throughout the study and beyond, and access tosdata wa
restricted at all times. In order to further maintain the trustworgkinéthis study, all
data will be stored in a safe deposit box for a period of three years following the
completion of this study. Upon the completion of the third year, all paper documénts wi

be shredded and all digital recordings will be raced.
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Ethical Considerations

Utilizing a phenomenological qualitative design, this study explored, intedhret
and described the phenomenon (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003; Creswell, 2007) of
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities tdydentth gang
indicators and risk factors. Creswell (1998) and Brown (2008) proposed that researcher
must address the following ethical concerns throughout the research processnmgi
participant anonymity, adequately disclosing the rationale underlyingutig, sind
proper handling of data during and after a study. Careful measures werel @mactker
to comply with the suggestions of Creswell and Brown. Institutional ReviewdBoar
policies and procedures were strictly adhered to throughout and upon completion of the
study, as mandated by the utilization of human subjects in the study. Participant
confidentiality and anonymity were held in high regard. No identifyingifeatsuch as
participant name or place of employment were disclosed over the coursestidie
When appropriate, pseudonyms were substituted for actual participant names.
Participants were also afforded the opportunity to examine interview resporesesire
accuracy prior to any data being analyzed and reported.

Fontana and Frey (1994) maintained that careful attention must be given to the
proper disclosure of information to participants. They argued that followingakthic
protocols, researchers must provide participants with informed consent docummentat
privacy notifications, and assurance from experiencing physical, emotional,
psychological, or any other form of harm. Study participants were made,dvosh

verbally and in writing, of the purpose, scope, and voluntary nature of the study. An
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informed consent form addressed ethical issues by delineating the folloongation:

the purpose of the study, the name of person conducting the study, the supervising agency
(Liberty University), faculty sponsor and researcher contact informatmohstatements
pertaining to the participant’s right to discontinue participation at amg tiee of penalty

or punishment. The informed consent document functioned as a necessary means of
protecting human subjects from any physical, emotional, psychologicaly atlzer

form of harm. All details pertaining to the study were disclosed prior tbdgmning of

the research. All facts were submitted to the university, the selattedl slistrict, and

individual participants prior to the conduction of any research.

Data was derived from in multiple manners over the course of this study. Email
communications with the participants were printed and subsequently deleted. The emai
account utilized during this study was protected by a user-specific logon sswiopd in
order to restrict access to email communications and to ensure participadéctality.
Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Reflective participant puraia also
employed. All data, in audion and printed format, will be maintained solelyeby t
researcher and stored in a safe deposit box for a period of three yearsfptioav
conclusion and publication of the research. Upon the completion of the three yedy peri

all data will be subsequently destroyed.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

Based upon the works of Heidegger (1927), an interpretive phenomenological
approach was utilized to address the objective of this study: to explore thetipace
secondary educators and administrators had regarding their abilitiesgoireckey risk
factors and indicators of youth gang activity in a suburban northeast Gedrgih sc
district. Research data was obtained through a series of structured intepagticipant
surveys, participant journals, and follow-up interviews. An interpretive
phenomenological research design was essential for gathering data in a imanner t
accurately portrayed participant perceptions. As a subset of hermeneutical
phenomenology, an interpretive phenomenological approach allowed for an exploration
of the phenomenon by examining the underlying contexts of verbal expressions
(Heidegger, 1927) as they apply to past, present, and future influences of the p#sticipa
personal experiences with the phenomenon (Adolfsson, 2010; Heidegger, 1927). By
employing open-ended interview questions and interpreting the lived experaénces
numerous individuals (Adolfsson, 2010; Heidegger, 1927) who have witnessed youth
gang activity in educational settings, one may better comprehend thécaigref of such
activity and the effects it renders upon educators and administrators.

A thematic analysis approach was employed in this interpretive
phenomenological study, for such an approach was vital in the discovery of pertinent
themes as they related to the phenomenon (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). This

approach mandated the methodical review of data in order to reveal recuoanairdgn
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patterns, which served as topics of investigation (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2H66).
investigation of the themes was essential to the grouping and coding of data. The
grouping of data was directed by the materialization of major and minor themes
(Creswell, 2008), and the process of coding entailed the determination of datadsgque
intensity, and direction (Neuman, 2006). The use of thematic analysis provideaisigor
and definitive methods in which research data could be gathered and examined in order to
generate reliable themes related to the research question (Braurk&, Q206). The
analysis of data revealed recurrent themes related to the lived expepéedecators
and administrators and their perceptions of their abilities to recognize kegtordiand
risk factors of youth gang activity.
Resear ch Questions
This interpretive phenomenological research study examined the phenomenon of
secondary educator and administrator abilities to recognize documentedtosk &l
indicators of youth gang activity within educational settings. This studyhstagnswer
several prominent questions pertaining to the shared lived experiences of secondar
educators and administrators employed within the same northeast Gebogibdsstrict.
Consequently, this study was framed by the following research questions:
RQ1: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify key indicators of youth gang agtinia
suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ2: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify fundamental risk factors assediwith youth

gang activity in a suburban northeast Georgia school system?
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RQ3: How do educators and administrators perceive their pre-service training and
professional development exercises in regard to their abilities to identif
indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang activity in a suburban
northeast Georgia school system?
RQ4: Based upon personal experiences and observations, what primary indicators
and risk factors of youth gang activity do educators and administratoreyadpl
within a suburban northeast Georgia school system view as being most influential
within their respective schools?
These research questions were based on a review of pertinent literaturevamaspr
research. These questions provided direction and guidance throughout all phases of the
study.
Participants
The participants for this interpretive phenomenological study were aglesing
three forms of nonprobability sampling: snowballing (Groenwald, 2004), purposive, and
sequential (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Neuman, 2006). Purposive sampling was employed
in order to study the target group by means of interviewing those participantsteat
available and willing to take part in the study (Neuman, 2006; University of Gadifor
n.d.). Snowballing was utilized in order to identify potential study participants,lbasve
in distinguishing between educators and administrators, as well as veteran and non-
veteran educators. Sequential sampling allowed for participant selectioa tollewing
data saturation (Neuman, 2006), which occurred with the collection of data provided by
the 28" participant. The combination of these three forms of sampling resulted in the

selection of the 28 suitable and qualified participants utilized in this study. Foarpr
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methods of data collection were utilized in order to explore the study phenomenon. These
methods included face-to-face interviews, participant surveys, pantigpanals, and
follow-up interviews.

Participant summary. The study participants consisted of secondary educators
and administrators employed within the same northeast Georgia school ayftetime
the study was conducted. The administrators were represented within theasthdg by
assistant principals and principals employed within seven secondary iosstlacated
within the given school district. The educators were represented by both veteran-and non
veteran teachers that were likewise employed within seven seconddtyiorstilocated
within the school district. Two administrators, one veteran teacher, and one n@mvete
teacher from each of the seven schools were selected for participationsitdyisThe
number of years of experience for the administrators ranged from 15 to 30whkareas
the years of experience for veteran and non-veteran teachers were 11 to 28 argiXwo t
respectively. Some participants in each of the three participant subgroupsgezidree
in diverse educational settings, whereas some participants in each subgraatpdnithiat
they have been employed within the same school system for the entire duration of the
careers.
Data Collection Procedures

Informative data was derived from a series of focus group sessions, pilot,studies
structured face-to-face interviews, participant surveys, refeegiurnals, and follow-up
interviews. The participants in the focus group sessions and pilot studies were
representative of the study sample, but the data obtained from the two wereudsdncl

in data collection and data analysis portions of this study. Face-to-faceantgrvi
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surveys, journals, and follow-up interviews were conducted with 28 participants, of
whom 14 were administrators, seven were veteran educators, and seven westeraom-
educators, employed within the same northeast Georgia school districtoDettan

was initiated following approval by the Institutional Review Board atrtybeniversity.
Data collection took place over a five week period that spanned portions of the school
system’s summer break and the initial two weeks of the 2011-2012 academic yaar. Da
was collected in a variety of settings, including schools, restaurants, andgldérsmes,

as deemed appropriate by the participants. Data was also collected on day®asd in
various times as deemed appropriate by the participants.

Focus group and pilot study sessions. Formaldata collection was preceded by
two focus group sessions and pilot studies. The purpose of the initial focus group and
pilot study session was to examine the research instrumentation and to providekfeedba
related to the instruments and interview process. As noted by Duma (2009), such
procedures are required in order to validate the researcher-generatgdnsstiments.

The participants were representative of the study sample. The primactivabgd the

initial focus group and pilot study session was to ensure that the researchenssrum
accurately tested the intended topics and to ensure that the questions or statements
contained within the instruments could be easily understood by potential participants
(Neuman, 2007). The participants consisted of two administrators, one principal and one
assistant principal, one veteran teacher with 12 years of experience, and -eetenam
teacher with four years of experience. Numerous modifications weretm#éukeinitial
instruments as a result of the feedback provided during the focus group and pylot stud

session.

151



A second focus group and pilot study session was held in order to further validate
the research instruments. The primary objective was to review the resedraments
following modifications suggested by the initial group. Participants in trenddocus
group and pilot study session were representative of the study sample. Tdipgrdsti
consisted of a principal, an assistant principal, a veteran teacher withr@ bfyea
experience, and a non-veteran teacher with six years of experience. Theioonafusct
second focus group and pilot study session allowing for further practice arehrefit
of the interview process, as well as providing participants with further oppietuta
make suggestions related to the data collection process and the clarity eétrelre
instruments. The primary suggestion that emerge from this group resulted in the
rearrangement of the interview questions so that questions pertaining to individual
indicators and risk factors did not follow one another on a categorical basis.

Participant surveys. Each participant completed a brief researcher-developed
survey (see Appendix Ghat was designed to assess the initial perceptions each
participant had regarding his or her ability to recognize key indicators &fdctsrs of
youth gang activity in their respective schools. Participants responded sidietts by
selecting one of three options, “agree,” “disagree,” or “no opinion,” pertainirgcto e
statement. Each response was assigned a numerical value by employied schle
format, allowing for statistical analysis of participant responsss Table 8). The survey
results were beneficial in the unveiling of the initial perceptions educatdrs a
administrators have concerning their abilities to recognize indicatorsskrfdctors of

youth gang activity.
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Table 8:

Summary of Survey Results

Response
Question Frequency Mean Standard Deviation

1 Agree 18 2.357 0.911
Disagree 2
No Opinion 8

2 Agree 5 1.857 0.705
Disagree 14
No Opinion 9

3 Agree 15 2.429 0.690
Disagree 10
No Opinion 3

4 Agree 22 2.679 0.607
Disagree 3
No Opinion 3

5 Agree 10 2.143 0.756
Disagree 12
No Opinion 4

6 Agree 18 2.357 0.911
Disagree 2
No Opinion 8

7 Agree 22 2.643 0.731
Disagree 2
No Opinion 4

8 Agree 20 2.500 0.839
Disagree 2
No Opinion 6

9 Agree 23 2.643 0.731
Disagree 2
No Opinion 3

10 Agree 14 2.179 0.905
Disagree 5
No Opinion 9

Note:Mean and standard deviation were calculated based on the following numerical
values assigned to participant responses: Agree = 3, Disagree = 2, and No Opinion =1
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Participant interviews:. Initial and follow-up. The phenomenological interviews
employed within this study contained broad opening prompts followed by a series of
topic-oriented questions designed to explore the lived experiences of temuthers
administrators (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Moustakas 1994, Vivilaki, 2008). When
needed, a series of follow-up questions and prompts were used in order to provide a
framework and focus during the interview process. The average length of tHe initia
interview sessions was approximately one hour, with the shortest being 49 mirtlites a
the longest being one hour and 12 minutes. Each follow-up interview session lasted
approximately 30 minutes. The interviews were audio recorded, and the ingralents
were subsequently transcribed into Microsoft Word format. The decision was made to
leave the transcribed interviews unedited so that a more accurate analgsis of e
response could be made. Following transcription of each interview, participenets
provided with a copy of their individual interviews in order to ensure the accuracy of the
transcription and to accurately portray the intended responses of eaclpaairtici
Following participant approval of the transcriptions, the initial intervieemeveoded in
order to reveal emergent themes pertaining to the research phenomenonuipollow
interviews were subsequently conducted in order to discuss the emergent theioes a
allow for additional participant input when applicable.

Reflective jour nals. Reflective journals afforded the participants the opportunity
to document their thoughts or experiences related to the study phenomenon following the
conclusion of the initial interview sessions. The journals assisted in the datioall
process by enabling participants to provide any input that may have been forgotten o

omitted during the previous phases of the study. Participant journals were ddilente
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each participant during the follow-up interviews, and subsequent analysis ofithal$
revealed numerous experiences that largely corroborated the informatiordediedhg
the initial interviews. Participant journaling provided additional data that providsadey
insight pertaining to secondary educator and administrator perceptions obtligasao
recognize indicators and risk factors of youth gang activity. The use ofijantic
journals, along with the initial interviews, participant surveys, and follow-gpvirgws,
afforded the participants with ample opportunities to provide feedback while epaurin
triangulated approach to research, thereby enhancing credibility, depegdabdi
trustworthiness of this interpretive phenomenological study.
Data Analysis Procedures

The perceptions secondary educators and administrators have regarding thei
abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors was exploredghran
analysis of a series of phenomenological interviews, surveys, and reflectiials. In
interpretive phenomenological approach unveiled data pertaining to the perceptions and
lived experiences of the participants. The participants consisted of seceddaayors
and administrators employed within a northeast Georgia school district that wa
experiencing increased encounters with youth gang activity at the tingtutiiswas
conducted (City of [...ville], 2011; NDIC, 2008). The participants represented a variety of
educational content areas, a vast array of professional and personal experignites
study phenomenon, and an assortment of professional attributes such as years of
experience and employment within diverse educational settings. Partigipathe study
was conducted on a voluntary basis, and participant confidentiality was maintained

throughout the study.
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Qualitative interview data was transcribed into Microsoft Word formatderdo

prepare the data for analysis. This transcription allowed for the use of NVivo 9

gualitative data analysis software. NVivo 9 allowed for computer-assiggadization

and coding of qualitative research data (QSR, 2007). The use of such software@nhance

the accuracy of the study by allowing for the use of features, such asdintpavord

comparison, word and synonym frequency, and idea mapping, which served to fortify

manual research efforts. The use of NVivo 9 served to enhance the efficienty of da

organization and retrieval due to the use of computer-aided software. The use@ONVi

did not supersede the use of personal interpretive analysis, which is a fundamental

component of interpretive phenomenology (Bryne, 2001). Initial emergent themes were

derived from the manual organization of data, further organization of data in NVivo9,

and through thematic analysis. Initial emergent themes resulting fromaimenation of

participant responses and the review of pertinent literature included:

1.

2.

Pre-service Experiences: A Lack of Gang Awareness Training

Staff Development Exercises: A Lack of Opportunities

Gang Indicator Awareness: Development Through Personal and Professional
Experience

Risk Factor Awareness: The Influences of Personal and ProfessionakBgpsr
Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen from Inside the School System

Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside Forces Manifesting in Schools

Upon the completion of data transcription and organization, the data was reduced

and coded in order to categorize information and formulate interpretations based upon the

data. As noted by Bryne (2001), qualitative research designs typically ystldmaunts
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of contextual and subjective data that must be reduced in order to expose major themes
related to the study phenomenon. The reduction and coding of data was consistent with
the thematic approach to analysis employed within the study, and the prafessias
coding and reduction assisted with conveying the research findings morendific
(Bryne, 2001). For the purpose of this study, data reduction and coding was accomplished
through comparing and contrasting participant responses and by grouping similar
responses together (Rabiee, 2004) in order to reveal emergent themes. Subsequent
analysis of coded data yielded major themes based upon the frequency, intensity,
direction, and space of the data (Neuman, 2006). Major and minor themes evolved from
the data following further analysis of the coded data (Creswell, 2005).
Coding Procedures

The effective coding of data allowed for the attainment and examinatiarhof r
data related to the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of
their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors (fear& Muir-
Cochrane, 2006). The process of coding entailed the identification of significant
participant responses or comments and encoding them accordingly (Fereday & M
Cochrane, 2006). Adhering to the recommendations of Boyatzis (1998), the data coding
process employed within this study consisted of the following elementstghton of
thematic labels, the delineation of key issues that constituted each themeettatige
of specific qualifications necessary to identify themes, and establislofigegcriptors
necessary to document the occurrence of each theme. Adhering to such rigidistandar
for coding data served to enhance the dependability of this interpretive phenomehologic

study, for the concept of dependability in qualitative studies mandates consistent
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observation, labeling, interpretation techniques (Boyatzis, 1998). Such an approach to
coding contributed to the establishment of an audit trail, thereby enhancing tihdityedi
of the study (Bryne, 2001). The coding of information assisted in the organization and
categorization of data, allowing for the refinement from broad themes tdispeajor
and minor themes (Creswell, 2005).
Themes
During the processes of data collection and analysis, six primary thereegeel

from the documentation and systematic coding of data. The materializatlwsef t
themes was consistent in all forms of data collection and evident throughoutahe dat
analysis process. The themes were as follows:

1. Pre-service Experiences: A Lack of Gang Awareness Training

2. Staff Development Exercises: A Lack of Opportunities

3. Gang Indicator Awareness: Development Through Personal and Professional

Experience

4. Risk Factor Awareness: The Influences of Personal and ProfessionakBgpsr

5. Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen from Inside the School System

6. Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside Forces Manifesting in Schools
Systematic coding and thematic categorization provided for a deepergatiestinto
the phenomenon of secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities t
identify youth gang indicators and risk factors in a suburban northeast Georgia school
system. While select participant responses did not specifically adheaiehof the
themes listed above, these themes were present and evident in the responses of the

overwhelming majority of the participants.
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Pre-service experiences: A lack of gang awarenesstraining. Pre-service
trainingis a term used to describe the experiences, observations, and trainingesxerci
one undergoes in preparation to become a teacher (Virginia Wesleyan College, n.d.).
Research indicates that educators and administrators are often ill-equaipgectify the
presence and implications of youth gangs in educational settings due to a lack of
formalized gang training during pre-service exercises (Escobedo, 1988, 2006; Lal,
1996; Presley, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2010; Smith, 2011; White, 2007). An investigation of
secondary educator and administrator pre-service experiences reveatédhb#8
participants, only one had received any form of specified training in relatigouth
gang indicators and risk factors. The vast majority of the study partisipagtested that
youth gangs were either neglected or portrayed as a nonissue duringetsaryce
training. Participant P5’s response when questioned about pre-service recggerie
embodied the bulk of all responses pertaining to such experiences. He stated tfsat “gan
weren’'t even a thought [in college]. It was also a different place and tnfieg slidn’t]
think gangs were an issue in general for most parts of Georgia back then.”

Staff development exercises: A lack of opportunities. Educators and
administrators typically fail to acknowledge the implications of youtiggan
educational settings due to senses of hesitation to address such matters akdthe la
ability to properly identify gang occurrences (Escobedo, 1993; Knox, 2006; Lal, 1996;
Presley, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2010; Smith, 2011; White, 2007). Numerous researchers
attribute such reluctance and inability to the lack of prescribed gangrasgartraining as
an integral component of staff development exercises (Knox, 2006; Sharkey et@l., 201

Smith, 2011; White, 2007). Research conducted in a suburban northeast Georgia school
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district revealed that the majority of secondary educators and adntorseanployed
within the system had not been exposed to staff development exercises thatzdphasi
the identification of youth gang indicators or risk factors. Several of thoseiawed
stated that the school system had previously acknowledged the presence andrsignific
of youth gangs within in the local community; however, they also suggested that for
staff development exercises developed and initiated within the school system had
neglected to address youth gang indicators and risk factors in the contextigéthe g
schools. Of those who indicated that they had undergone staff development exercises
related to youth gang indicators and risk factors, only two administraticsesly
demonstrated a sense of confidence in the training exercises they had takewpidet
employed within the school system examined in this study. All others whd gtate

had taken part in such staff development exercises acknowledged that these@eperie
had taken place while employed in other school systems or while enrolled in training
courses conducted at independent agencies not directly affiliated with the choeh s
system.

Gang indicator awareness. Development through personal and professional
experience. Contemporary youth gangs utilize a vast array of indicators in order to
display gang affiliation and to differentiate themselves from rivabggHowell, 2010Db;
Kinnear, 2009; NCES, 2010; Scott, 2000; Washington State, 2010). Common indicators
are generally classified as graffiti, dress style, identifis@amunication, and turf
(Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Hill et al., 1999; Howell, 1997; IIR, 2006; Maxson et al.,
1998; Thornberry et al. 2003; Whitlock; 2004). Individual signs, when viewed separately,

may not necessarily be indicative of gang involvement (Lawton Police Ganghhijt
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Sandoval, n.d.), however, a culmination of indicators may strongly suggest the presence
of active gangs (Howell, 2010b; Lawton Police Gang Unit, n.d.) Properfadatien of

gang indicators is often complicated by the shifting nature of youth giteis &

Maxson, 2006). Consequently, school officials must continuously examine local gang
trends in to properly recognize pertinent indicators of gang involvement (Caddill et

2008; Chaskin, 2010; Lassiter & Perry, 2009; White, 2009).

During phenomenological interview sessions, secondary educators and
administrators were asked to describe their individual perceptions of theiealbd
recognize youth gang indicators within their respective schools. The partgcipere
asked about their abilities to identify each of the five categorical indsch&sed upon
their personal experiences, observations, and levels of training relatedhagogs.
Participant accounts reflected the ideology of personal and professional ecgerie
outside of the individual schools and school system employed within the study as
significantly contributing to their abilities to recognize specific youthggadicators
within their respective schools. Numerous participants cited their persqealences
and observations within local communities as being a primary source of knowledge in
relation to youth gangs. Participant P11 best summarized the overall sgatohmany
participants by stating that many gang indicators observed within the sgistein “are
pretty common in the sense that you see them over and over, like stars, the numbers 13
and 21; this [was] usually what [he saw] in the school and neighborhood graffitilds wel
A vast array of participants also noted previous employment sites as being émalam
components of their knowledge related to youth gang indicators. Participant P6

concluded that previous “experience at multiple schools [had] really servedyeimh
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the sense that [he had] worked with various types of students, and [had] learned to be
observant of what they are doing and popular trends.” The value of experiences and
observations at previous employment sites was a predominate theme teahoes in

the responses of numerous participants.

CommunicationPhenomenological interviews revealed that the overwhelming
majority of the study participants had witnessed one or more forms of youth gang
communication within their respective schools. Research data suggestedetiadlf the
secondary educators and administrators employed within the study wadenoinf
their abilities to identify various forms of youth gang communication within atchreal
settings. A total of 86%n(= 24) of those interviewed asserted that they were moderately
to highly confident in their abilities. The Participants reported witnessuagtaarray of
communication methods. Participant P15 highlighted the diversity that was common
among the identified communication methods by stating she had “seen a lot. [She had]
seen flashing, overheard conversations, read text messages, seen hea#isi;not been
a lot that [she had not] seen at one time or another.” Other notable forms of gogth g
communication, as frequently expressed by the participants, included weatmggbf
a particular color, reading student-generated notes, and the use of slang landwea® tha
synonymous with local youth gangs.

Grafitti. Of the 28 participants interviewed during this study, 16 reported that they
were confident in terms of identifying youth gang graffiti based upon pleesonal and
professional experiences, observations, and training. Along with those 16, an additional
10 participants indicated that they could adequately identify youth gafiigy grighin

particular contexts they had previously experienced. Personal experiadces a
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observations of gang graffiti were key factors that were refeteaontinuously among
those who were thoroughly or somewhat confident in their abilities to identify gan
graffiti. Noting the significance of prior experiences and observationsipant P23
suggested that “the styles and symbols of the gang graffiti are unmistekablaeone
who has seen them before and knows that they are rooted in gangs.” Participant P22
offered similar notions, stating that gang graffiti is often recodphézimn schools based
upon what has been “seen while driving through other places... If you go to certain part
of the county, gang graffiti [was] a pretty common sight. [She] belieysf@'d] seen
enough to where [she could] recognize the fact that graffiti may be datepré

Tattoos and visual indicator®f those interviewed, 46% & 13) of the
educators and administrators suggested that they were reasonablyntonfiteir
abilities to recognize visual gang indicators such as particular desigthsafvings,
exhibiting certain colors, and using particular members, especially 13, 18, and 21.
Participant P15 noted the vast assortment of gang indicators commonly displayed b
local youth gang members. She stated that within the given educational systgm, ga
occurrences typically involve “a lot of the more general identifiersithioy shoestrings,
sketches displayed in notebooks, even colors and shades of lipstick worn by the girls.”
Participant P8 extended this list to include common designs including a pitchfork, an
eight ball, five and six pointed stars, and a range of numbers. When asked specificall
about tattoos, however, participant confidence levels had a tendency to decrease.
Reflecting the sentiments of numerous participants, participant P8 commeatted t
“tattoos are such a big thing for the kids . . . right now.” P15 reinforced this notion by

stating that “most students don’t necessarily have real tattoos, so a lanokihdraw
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them with pens and markers.” Research data from this study suggested that taetpopul
of tattoos as a result of fashion trends had rendered many of the participgvab e e
unsure about their abilities to specifically identify gang-related tatteptaged by
students within the schools examined during this study.
Turf. Turf is a term commonly used by gang researchers to refer to spee#g ar
or specified boundaries within which a youth gang functions and declares ownershi
(Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001). Youth gang turf is commonly chazactéry the
frequent presence of known gang members (IR, 2006). Interviews revealdtethat t
majority of secondary educators and administrators were reasonabbjectrifi their
abilities to recognize the territorial practices of youth gang mesnibeheir respective
schools. Of the 28 participants interviewed, 5404 (L5) signify that they were
competent in doing so under normal conditions at their schools. Numerous participants
suggested that this particular gang indicator was obvious based upon their egperienc
and observations of common teenage behaviors and the frequencies of other indicators
such as graffiti surfacing in centralized locations. Participant P20 dadgést:
Territorial practices are common in every school. Think about, the football
players have the locker room, the teachers have the teacher’s lounge, and every
group of students has its own particular lunch table. I'm sure that the studénts tha
are in a gang do have their own practices.
Participants P24 stated that personal observations of student groups reveabedlterrit
practices of student groups. Participant P11 noted that gang territeriesamonly

marked by the concentration of graffiti in specific areas. Similar notioasabf
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experiences and observations were recounted on numerous occasions throughout multiple
interviews.

Dress stylesSecondary educators and administrators maintained that they were
considerably less confident in their abilities to recognize particular styes of youth
gang members as compared to the four aforementioned youth gang indicators. The
systematic coding of data revealed that 38% (1) of all participants interviewed
indicated that they were at least moderately confident in their abibtidentify this
particular category of youth gang indicators. Participant P18 explainelistirepancy
among the indicators by suggesting that modern fashion trends and typicaéteenag
behavior made positively identifying dress styles extremely diffinuttodern
educational settings. Participant P19 largely echoed P18 by offeringtdmaeté “who’s
to say what's gang-related and what'’s just another popular dress stglétolkht] it
would be really hard to tell.”

Risk factor awareness. Theinfluences of personal and professional
experiences. Porter (2008) defined risk factors as “conditions in an individual or
environment that predict an increased likelihood of gang membership” (p. 65). Youth
gang researchers have identified five key domains of youth gang forraation
tendencies. These domains include family, individual characteristics, schoaly paes,
and community factors (Capuzzi & Gross, 2004; Howell and Egley, 2005; NCPC, 2006;
NYGC, 2006; Wyrick, 2006). Numerous cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have
been conducted by researchers in order to identify and validate each of the fivesdomai
as being key risk factors associated with youth gangs (Curry & Spergel,Bg$hsen

& Huizinga, 1993; Esbensen, Huizinga, & Weiher, 1993; Howell, 2003). Wyrick (2006)
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concluded that youth gang researchers must examine multiple categos&dadtors in
order to ascertain a true understanding of localized gang issues. Conseduisntl
interpretive phenomenological research study investigated secondaryoe@unciht
administrator perceptions of their abilities to identify the five categbrisk factors of
youth gang activity as experienced in a suburban northeast Georgia sctrab! dise
exploration of such issues was essential to understanding the perspectives of the
participants as determined by their personal and professional experieneegatiss,
and training.

Peer.Research findings suggested that a direct correlation existed between the
influences of peer groups and adolescent behavior (Battin-Pearson et al., 199&;dduper
al., 2007, Esbensen, 2000; Menard & Elliott, 1994; Mitchell, 2011; OJJDP, 2000;
Thibault & Maceri, 2009; Warr & Stafford, 1991; Washington State, 2010; Wyrick,
2006). Association with delinquent peer groups was considered to be among the strongest
of all predictors of youth gang membership (Esbensen, 2000; Thibault & Macer, 2009;
Washington State, 2010). Given the implications of youth gangs in educatiomgssett
educators and administrators must be capable of identifying the influenoesrajroups
in order to adequately address such matters (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Malec, 2006).
An investigation into the perceptions of secondary educators and administratalsdeve
that 96% ( = 27) of those interviewed were confident in their abilities to recognize the
influences of peer groups in regards to youth gang tendencies within theitixespec
schools. Research revealed that the personal and professional experiemees of t
participants, paired with the frequent observations of student groups, played n&sgor rol

in the participants’ abilities to identify the influences of peer groups.citetits P17 and
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P20 best summarized the collective responses of the majority of the partididants
indicated that “the influences of peer groups [were] definitely somethirgngder . . .
[they have] a lot to do with the gang mentality . . . a lot of the issues [eduaatbrs
administrators had] to contend with link[ed] back to peer influences in some way.” P20
surmised “that peer pressure [was] probably the number one reason that gstfeg] exi
... A'lot of students [were] just trying to find their places, and unfortunately, some of
them seem][ed] to think that a gang [was] that place.”

CommunityThe community domain was widely regarded as the most commonly
examined category of risk factors associated with the emergegoatbfgangs
(Esbensen, 2000). An examination of a vast array of studies revealed strolajionse
among social conditions such as poverty, social disorganization, unemployment, and
numerous other communal circumstances with increased youth gang episodesd(fsbe
2000; Esbensen et al., 2010; Franzese et al., 2006; Hill et al., 2001; Howell, 2010a; Kle
& Maxson, 2006; Lahey et al., 1999; Mitchell, 2011; Tolan et al., 2003). An investigation
of the perceptions of secondary educators and administrators in a suburban northeast
Georgia school district unveiled similar tendencies within the high schools and
surrounding communities. Participant interviews revealed that 83926) of the
educators and administrators felt moderately to highly assured of theiealdi
recognize communal influences and their impacts upon gang activity wigiin t
respective schools. Common themes found within multiple interviews included
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and crime rates, as well as demografibjmstional,

state, and local economic conditions, and the presence of drugs in the local community.
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Participant P16 stated that for students in the given school district, “comraunitie
[were] the lifelines of youth activity.” Describing facets of the awumity that foster
gang development, participant P15 noted:
Most of the students . . . in a gang [came] from economically depressed
communities. Most live[d] in small Spanish-speaking pockets scattered
throughout mainly the western side of the [name omitted] district. Therds rea
not a lot of community resources, such as Boys Clubs, libraries, parks and
recreation activities, available outside of school; so, for some of the students,
there’s not a lot of positive alternatives.
Extending upon the notions of P15, participant P27 indicated that specific signs of
economic disparity that was evident within local communities had startectisigyf
within schools. These signs included an increase in the free and reduced lunch rates
among students, a decline in business partnerships with local schools, and reduction in
the school system’s budget that had altered the amount of resources availalleets tea
and students. Explaining the impacts that local communities had upon the student bodies
and schools in general, participant P20 argued that “going to school only [took] students
out of the community for a short while. There’s no separating the influences thevsvo ha
on one another.” Noting community dynamics, circumstances within schools, and local
gang tendencies, P27 stated that “students [had] fewer options and things to turnto . . . to
help keep them out of trouble.”
Family. Wright and Fitzpatrick (2006) asserted that home environments had
significant impacts on the physical and emotional wellbeing for adolescedtsyueh

impacts were typically exhibited in the behaviors children engaged in (Beatal.,
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2006; Klein & Maxson, 2006). Bell and Lim (2005) and Florian-Lacey, Jefferson, and
Fleming (2002) asserted that unstable and dysfunctional family environmemts oft
facilitated the allure of gang lifestyles. Sharpe (2003) concluded thatdbnsk factors
are among the most statistically significant predictors of youth ganigipation. Given
the significance of the family domain in relation to gang participation, tilnyy sought
to explore the perceptions secondary educators and administrators had repanding t
abilities to recognize familial influences and the potential rami@inatthey may have
had in relation to youth gangs.
Data obtained over the course of this phenomenological study revealed that 79%
(n = 22) of the study participants were convinced that they could effectiveliyfidine
influences of family dynamics in relation to youth gang participaenadditional 18%
(n = 5) maintain that they were reasonably confident in their abilities giaditular
circumstances. Participant P8 noted that “children [were] normally bypodttheir
homes.” In order to observe the implications family life had upon the studentsippaitic
P2 stated:
The key for teachers or administrators [was] to get to know the student[s] at a
personal level. That's how the family aspects [were] uncovered. An expedie
teacher [could] usually see family influences, like, academic support, heglec
Kids [were] usually pretty transparent in the classroom. Signs [weua]lyshere
for those who look.
Outlining several of the specific descriptors referenced by numerous et

participant P23 stated that for the given school district:
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Most of the students that [were] gang members [came] from low incomeeamil
and most [were] Hispanic . . . . Most tend[ed] to be immigrants from Mexico or
Columbia, mostly Mexico, and they’re relatively new to the US. They usually
face[d] major challenges because of the different languages, and éinoesfthe
parents [were] not active in terms of meeting with school officials beaduse
cultural differences and different views related to respecting authOfitgourse,
not all gang members [came] from these types of families, but [he] wayud ar

that most . . . [did].”

Individual. Sharpe (2003) acknowledged the influences of individual
characteristics as being the primary domain of risk factors assbaidleyouth gang
activity. A vast array of youth gang researchers cited extensisefipersonal traits and
experiences that contributed to gang affiliation (Esbensen et al., 2010; H2€lh;

Klein & Maxson, 2006). Numerous researchers suggest that specific individual
characteristics were identifiable (Esbensen et al., 2010; Franzase2606; Howell,
2010b; Klein & Maxson, 2006; Mitchell, 2011), and research indicated that concerted
efforts to address precursors to youth gang activity, especially withindivedual

domain, was most successful in combating youth gang occurrences (HjlR€04).
Consequently, this study sought to explore the perceptions secondary educators and
administrators held regarding their abilities to recognize the influenciegiual
characteristics had upon gang activity within their respective schools.

Of those interviewed, 61% & 17) indicated that they were confident in their
abilities to identify the influences of individual characteristics in seofngang activity.

An additional 36%r1f = 10) suggested that they were somewhat confident in doing so as
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dictated by particular circumstances. When asked about the individual domain, a
reoccurring theme expressed by numerous participants was the sesilagitween the
personal characteristics of suspected gang members and studentsdigeneeally
categorized as being at-risk. Participant P6 noted that “a lot of gangeretypically
exhibit[ed] a lot of the traits of an at-risk student. Just knowing the warning sfgn
at-risk student . . . scream[ed] caution” when applying such notions to youth gangs.
Participant P12 concurred, stating that “most kids who join[ed] gangs [werakgiably
other kid who tend[ed] to get in trouble. There’s almost always some individual quality
that tend[ed] to lead to trouble.” Comments made by participant P1 essentially
summarized the responses of most participants. He suggested that:

Some kids have personalities that lean[ed] more towards gangs. Some kids just

[had] certain attributes that mesh[ed] very well with gang mindsetSome kids

[were] natural born leaders, some [were] more inclined towards violence, and

some kids just want[ed] to fit in. [He didn’t] think [he] could look at such factors

and predict whether or not the kid [would] definitely join a gang, but [he did]

understand how individual characteristics would play a role.

School Risk factors associated with the school domain were the least researched
predictors of youth gang membership (Esbensen, 2000; Howell, 2010b; Sharkey et al.,
2010) despite evidence that suggested that aspects of school was consistemdhgdssoc
with increased gang tendencies (Esbensen, 2000). Gottfredson et al. (2005edubgéest
the general climates that dominated many public schools fostered gang demtlopme
Numerous researchers insist that the public schools commonly exposed theeisalnitit

inadequacies of many students (Craig et al., 2002; Franzese et al., 2006; Malec, 2006;
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McCarthy, 2007; Washington State, 2010), which resulted in disassociation and
disillusionment with school and increased tendencies for you to assoclaigramnzese

et al., 2006; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Robertson, 2008). Given the implications schools
had in regards to gang formation, this study sought to investigate the belmidagy
educators and administrators had in relation to their abilities to recognirditieaces

of the school domain.

The analysis of research data revealed that the study participantheverast
confident in their abilities to recognize aspects of the school domain as cdrtgptre
other four categorical risk factors for gang activity. Of thosevidared, 93% 1§ = 26)
indicated that they were at least reasonably certain that they couldimctte
influences schools may have had in terms of youth gang progression. Numerous
participants highlighted the manners in which traditional school settings proved to be
challenging and isolating for many students. The resulting trend, as reported by t
participants, was for students to initially become frustrated and everteatyne
emotionally detached from school. This detachment rendered students are more
susceptible to gang influences. Participant P21 stated that “when teadfedbtta
make their classes relevant to the students, attention [went] down and disciplieengrobl
[went] up. At least this is what [he] saw at [his] old school, where gangs veeeeahan
issue.” Participant P28 explained this trend by stating “some studentstbadirtdset
that school [was] a lot like prison where they [had] no freedoms . . . . Some [saw] the
structure and the rules as being overly bearing.” Participant P16 suggestadshgang

members had academic, emotional, and psychological struggles which often teanifes
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as disciplinary issues in a classroom setting. This particular particexplained the
resulting consequences by asserting:

It was a cyclical process where the students gave up on school and the teachers

labeled the students as trouble. One always seemed to make the other worse. This

caused more trouble and more frustration, which usually led to disciplinary

actions and templates for the process all over again.

Numerous participants voices beliefs similar to those of P16. Participanta®b thiat
“in an age of high-stakes testing and ever-changing society, some stodgnfhave
grown] disillusioned with school.” Participant P19 concluded by stating that vériigic
aspects of school may not be a justifiable excuse for joining a gang, itasddddo
insist that the potentially isolationistic traits of modern schools could batg#rto gang
development.

Gangindicator prevalence: Asseen from inside the school system. Klein and
Maxson (2010) maintained that youth gangs had a tendency to modify their behavior
patterns in response personal and social stimuli. As their behavior patterge,d@mtoo
do the specific indicators exhibited by gang members (BJA, 1997; Klein & Maxson,
2006). Researchers have long noted the manners in which gang indicators evolved in
response to gang prevention, suppression, and intervention efforts (Klein & Maxson,
2006; Scott, 2000). The National School Safety and Security Services (2007) asserted
that gang indicators had a tendency to become more subtle as public awareeassdnc
thus, “the key rest[ed] with school and community officials quickly recognizing the
presence of gang behaviors and activity in a timely manner” (NatiohabE8afety and

Security Services, 2007, 1 14). Numerous youth gang researchers argued thatrgthool
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community officials should examine local gang trends on a regular basis in order to
properly identify pertinent indicators of gang activity (Cahill et al., 2008; Ktha2010;
Lassiter & Perry, 2009; White, 2009). Thus, this interpretive phenomenologicaktesear
study sought to explore the perceptions secondary educators and administrators had
regarding the presence of youth gang indicators in their respective s@welsploying
an interpretive phenomenological approach, the essence of educator and adoninistra
experiences with youth gang indicators was investigated and defined (HejdeiitjEr
Conducting face-to-face interviews and interpreting the responses of mpkimble who
had experienced the phenomenon allowed for a better understanding of the condition
based upon the lived experiences of the participants (Adolfsson, 2010; Heidegger, 1927).
Graffiti. Of the 28 participants interviewed, 68%= 19) remarked that gang
graffiti was by far the most common youth gang indicator they had expedeavithin
their respective schools. Two participants stated that they perceived sbaqe®f
graffiti and youth gang dress styles as being equal; therefore, theydfiicult time
distinguishing between the two in terms of which one was more prevalent. In order to
accurately reflect perceptions and lived experiences of the participantgyraffitn and
dress style were coded as the most prevalent for these particulappaticNumerous
participants asserted that the relative ease and convenience ofgcgeatiiti contributed
significantly to the portrayal of this particular indicator. “Graffiti gjdy far the most
common gang indicator . . . . It [was] the one that [was] the easiest to see aadlyo cl
know” (participant P2, personal communication, July 20, 2011). When asked about the
most prevalent gang indicator present on campus, participant P4 noted that “it was

graffiti, hands down, it [was] graffiti. It [was] a pretty common site omagemparts of the
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campus.” Participant P5 noted that graffiti was the easiest indicatted@icators and
administrators to identify; yet, it was also the easiest indicatoafoy ghembers to

express due to the locations in which graffiti was commonly placed. Parti€ipant

elaborated upon this notion by stating that graffiti was “pretty common iresti@oms,
especially the boys, and every now and then, [one would] see some drawings on desktops
and the likes of that.” Numerous patrticipants cited similar observations. Timaegtst

of the majority of the participants were best summarized by particig&nwho stated

that “graffiti [was] the most popular . . . . Graffiti [was] fast and easy, so neystr [got]

caught. It also [got] the message out, so [teachers and administratorgjrees i’

Dress StyleParticipant interviews revealed that youth gang dress styles ranked
second in terms of being the most common gang indicator experienced by secondary
educators and administrators within the given school district. Twenty-nioerpef all
participants 1t = 8) noted the significance of youth gang dress styles within their
respective schools. As compared to graffiti, participant confidence leesisedeo
decrease significantly when asked about their abilities to recognizeganghdress
styles. Participant P8 noted that distinguishing between youth gang gtessaatl
contemporary fashion trends had been complicated by the overlapping of the two.
Participant P15 suggested that “most teachers [had] no clue when it [came] trgss
styles, and the county dress code [was] such that a lot of what [was] gand) [vetee’t]
necessarily against the policy There [were] probably more issues with gang dress
style than anyone probably realize[d].” Despite the confusion, severalgarts were

confident in their abilities to identify youth gang dress styles in teepective schools.
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Participant P24 concluded that “if you [knew] what you were looking for, it [wasjoaot
hard to see . . . these on any given day.”

Tattoos and ldentifierfarticipant accounts of tattoos and other visual identifiers
were largely insignificant based upon the responses of the two participants who noted
such indicators. Participants P3 and P21 both selected this category as being the mos
prevalent youth gang indicator within their respective schools; howeverreéeponses
were indicative of confusion and uncertainty. Both participants used phrases 8uch as
really don’t know,” “I guess,” and “probably” in their responses. Their regsowere
brief as compared to those of the other participants, and no sense of certainyg iofte
definitively identifying the most prevalent category of youth gang ristofacould be
derived from their responses.

Most compelling risk factors: Outside forces manifesting in schools. Research
conducted by Hill et al. (1999) and Maxson & Lowery. (1998) revealed substantial
differences between gang and non-gang youth within the contexts of individudiklfami
school, peer, and communal characteristics. Research conducted by the OJJDP (2004)
and Reed and Decker (2002) concluded that exposure to multiple risk factors
significantly increases the likelihood of youth participating in gangs. ak'YB006)
argued that the diverse nature of gangs warrants further investigation into the
configurations of risk factors at a community level, for no single risk fastociusive of
all individuals affiliated with youth gangs. Thus, the identification of the mestapent
risk factors associated with youth gang activity was necessary intordéequately
examine the implications of youth gang activity (Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Esb&ns

al., 2010; Hawkins et al., 2000; Hill et al., 1999; Mitchell, 2011; Wasserman et al., 2000;
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Howell, 2010a; White; 2007; Wyrick, 2006). An investigation of secondary educator and
administrator perceptions of youth gang risk factors was necessary inoidentify the
prevailing risk factors that influenced gang activity at school and systesis in a
suburban northeast Georgia school district. While some participants were a&pable
definitively selecting one categorical risk factor, many particgpamre unable to reduce
their selections to just one; thus, their responses were recorded and coded so that the
views and experiences of the participants could be accurately reflected hisitudy.
Peer.Webber (2007) maintained that the arrangements and social environments
to which youth were exposed served as essential elements to gang foriatigle
studies identified the influences of peer groups as being considerable datesnaif
behavior (Battin-Pearson et al., 1997; Esbensen, 2000; Menard & Elliott, 1994; Thibault
& Maceri, 2009; Warr & Stafford, 1991; Washington State, 2010; Webber, 2007). Gang
research consistently revealed a direct correlation between the iffueingeer groups
and adolescent behavior (Battin-Pearson et al., 1997; Dupere et al., 2007; Esbensen,
2000; Menard & Elliott, 1994; OJJDP, 2000; Thibault & Maceri, 2009; Warr & Stafford,
1991; Washington State, 2010; Wyrick, 2006). An examination of secondary educator
and administrator accounts supported such claims as they applied to theirvespecti
schools.
The peer domain was identified by the participants as being the most compelling
risk factor for gang development within the given school system. Fiftydergent it =
16) of all participants identified the influences of peer groups as beingoigte m
considerable influence among gang-affiliated youth. Participant P2d tinateone

should not ignore the significance of peer influences in regards to youth gang
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participation among students enrolled within the school system utilized duringdlye st
Participant P3 stated that “peer groups [were] a major source of deviancelagiong
school kids, especially the younger ones.” A recurring theme cited by partgiphen
guestioned about the peer domain was the notion of external forces manifesting in
schools, thereby compelling some students to associate with gangsp&airfk20
summarized many of these views by stating that “the students that join ganghbally
[felt] isolated in some way. They may have [had] a physical or mentalrimgat, family
issues, language problems, or things of this nature . . .. A gang is just a coping
mechanism that makes them feel like they are part of something special.”
Individual. Participant responses revealed that the individual domain was the
second most compelling risk factor for youth gang activity within the individineads
and school system utilized in this study. Thirty-two percent 9) of all participants
indicated that the individual domain was largely responsible in terms of entairig to
partake in gang activity. The majority of the participants who selelsiggarticular
domain essentially argued that individual characteristics and actionsangeby Ilto
blame for gang affiliation. Participant P27 expressed this view bpgtat
The individual [was] ultimately responsible for his actions. At one point or
another, we have all faced struggles and unfortunate circumstances . . . . At the
end of the day, a man [had] no one to blame for what he [had] or [had] not done
except for himself.
As with the peer domain, participant accounts of the individual domain revealed
considerable influences from forces outside of the school setting. Partiepént

suggested that “there [were] just so many individual factors to considett all.[came]
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down to individual characteristics like ethnicity, language, and simply wantaqhbd

of a larger group.” Several participants noted that, according to their expesiand
observations, they perceived aspects of the individual domain as being influenced by
other risk factor domains such as the community and peer groups. Participant P15
summarized this perspective by stating that the individual, community, andgmeams
were equally important in terms of prevalence and influence. She noted thifirébe
tend[ed] to feed off one another, which [made] it harder for students to resist joining a
gang. [She didn’t] think you could easily separate the three.”

Family. The family domain was the third most commonly cited risk factor
expressed by the participants. A total of seven participants, or 25%, retetkadamily
domain as being among the most compelling categorical risk factor for yough ga
activity in their respective schools. Participant P19 declared that consitleziages of
high school students, family circumstances could not be ignored when addressig issue
such as gang activity. Participants P4 and P18 maintained that children yipetelve
and make crucial decisions based upon the morals and values stressed in a famgily setti
Participant P5 stated that quote the home life of a student play[ed] a major t@@imgs
the individual student.” Noting the manners in which the home lives of students affect
educational endeavors and other behaviors students engage in while at school,marticipa
P4 stressed that “teachers [dealt] with the fallout from [student] hoeeds} single
day.” The underlying notions expressed by each of the participants that etetitdi
family domain as being highly compelling aligned with such notions.

Community and School Domair@ommunal and school forces were the least

cited risk factors acknowledged by the secondary educators and adminisnaoged
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within this study. No participant identified the school domain as being the most
compelling risk factor, nor did a single participant reference aspectbaidlsts being a
fundamental risk factor for gang activity within the school system employadwite
study. Three participants, or 11%, noted the influences of local communities in terms of
contributing to youth gang formation. Participant P14 argued that for susgecigd
members in her school, communal aspects such as “the forces of poverty andkéings li
that [were] just too great for some students to overcome.” Two participantsthate
based upon their experiences and observations, they viewed the risk factor esiggori
being intertwined and inseparable. For example, participant P8 stated thattfndyn
background [had] a lot to do with the peer groups students form[ed], and this [was]
probably more true for gang members. At the same time . . . peer groups influence[d]
student behavior . . . . One contribute[d] to the other and vice versa.” Participant P16
maintained that the individual, peer, and community domains were relatively equal i
terms of influence. The three were inseparable, and the combination of the three
significantly decreased a student’s likelihood of resisting inclinatmasgociate with a
gang. Such notions aligned with documented research findings that supported the notion
of exposure to multiple risk factors increasing the tendencies youth had for jaigary
(Center for Youth Policy Research, 2006; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Esbensen et al.,
2010; Hill et al., 1999; Howell & Egley, 2005; NCPC, 2006; Wright & Fitzpatrick, 2006;
Wyrick, 2006).
Summary

This chapter explored the perceptions secondary educators and administrators had

pertaining to their abilities to recognize fundamental risk factors and totBa@ssociated
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with youth gang activity in a suburban northeast Georgia school systenw&ata
gathered and triangulated by means of phenomenological interviewstiveflearnals,
and quantitative surveys. A total of 28 participants consisting of 14 administrat@s, se
veteran educators, and seven non-veteran educators participated in the savealryy
their experiences, observations, levels of training, and perceptions of varighgang
indicators and risk factor domains. Six primary themes emerged from thetiowilof
data and through the process of thematic analysis. Those themes wer@\ss Rrié-
service Experiences: A Lack of Gang Awareness Training; StaklDement Exercises:
A Lack of Opportunities; Gang Indicator Awareness: Development Througbrizgrand
Professional Experience; Risk Factor Awareness: The Influencessoiidéand
Professional Experiences; Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen fraia tinsiSchool
System; and Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside Forces ManifestingaolScThe
following chapter will discuss the findings of this interpretive phenomenologisabrch
study, as well as the limitations and the delimitations of the study. Suggédstiduisire

research will be made, and the theoretical implications of this study wdiEbaessed.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION

Contemporary youth gangs have a definitive and recognized presence in a vast
array of public high schools across the United States (Egley et al., 2018pReB£04;
Swahn et al., 2010). As primary socialization agents for the majority of tioe'sa
youth, schools have been permeated by the occurrences and implications of gguth ga
activity (CMHS, 2007; Esbensen, 2000; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Scott, 2000).
Youth gangs present school officials and other students with serious cha(lEhgeslier
et al., 1998; Swahn et al., 2010). Research indicates that public schools are commonly
utilized by gangs as recruiting grounds, drug markets, and numerous other cosponent
that facilitate gang activity (Chandler et al., 1998; Gottfredson &f@dson, 2001;

Howell, 2006; Howell, 2010a; OJJDP, 2009a). Further research reveals that the gresence
and activities of youth gangs in schools directly correlate with adadbsnuptions,

episodes of violence, and general delinquency (Egley et al., 2010; Garza, 19683; Mill
1982; Struyk, 2006; Swahn et al., 2010). Victimization rates increase signifioantly

school campuses containing identifiable gang activities, especially if sticties

remain unaddressed (Howell & Lynch, 2000; Miller, 1982; Washington State School
Safety Center, 2010).

Federal legislation mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act charges state
agencies with the task of assessing and addressing safety concerns iaqhaalis (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004). Given the implications of gangs in schools, educational
leaders must engage in proven methods of identifying, combating, and preventing gang
occurrences within educational settings (Cahill et al., 2008; DOJ, 2006; Essex, 2007;

Goldson, 2011; Hill et al., 1999; Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006). School leaders must be
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capable of identifying, combating, and preventing gang occurrences in @etablish
and maintain safe and productive learning environments (Essex, 2007; Mayer &Furlon
2010). Educators and administrators must seek to gain insight into the fundamental
causes of gang formation and the primary functions of active gangs witlsohbel
setting (Crews & Crews, 2008; Klein & Maxson, 2006). Primary components of
identifying and understanding youth gang functions entail the recognition and
comprehension of youth gang indicators and the risk factors associated vgthctyaity
(Arana, 2005; Huff, 2002). Consequently, this interpretive phenomenological study
sought to explore the perceptions of secondary educators and administratoiagegar
their abilities to recognize the fundamental indicators (see AppendixdA)jsknfactors
(see Appendix B) associated with youth gang activity in a suburban schoiot distr
located in northeast Georgia.
Themes

The themes pertaining to the lived experiences of the secondary educators and
administrators that participated in this study were identified during teegses of data
collection and analysis. Six primary themes emerged from the documentation and
systematic coding of data. The materialization of these themes wadaansisll forms
of data collection and evident throughout the data analysis process. The theenas wer
follows:

1. Pre-service Experiences: A Lack of Gang Awareness Training

2. Staff Development Exercises: A Lack of Opportunities

3. Gang Indicator Awareness: Development through Personal and Professional

Experience
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4. Risk Factor Awareness: Confidence Based Upon Personal and Professional
Experiences

5. Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen from Inside the School System

6. Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside Forces Manifesting in Schools

Pre-service experiences: A lack of gang awarenesstraining. Participants reported
a considerable absence of gang-related training and educational opportunitig
pre-service experiences. While the focus of this study primarily exptbespre-service
experiences of the participants in relation to youth gang indicators andaiekst
analysis of participant responses indicated that the pre-service expeoétioe vast
majority of the participants neglected all forms of gang awardraamg or related
exercises. Several participants noted discussing gangs and similar songasticular
classes; however, the references were made in terms of identifyingdnedsang at-risk
youth in general. With the exception of one participant, no participants indicatedethat
had undergone any form of gang awareness training as a part of their pre-servi
exercises.

Staff development exercises: A lack of opportunities. Analysis of data revealed a
significant lack of staff development opportunities for secondary educators and
administrators in relation to the identification of youth gang indicators aknfagtors.

As with pre-service training exercises, participant accounts indicaethth

opportunities for structured gang awareness staff development exercsskeskitag in

the school system employed within the study. While a total of 11 participantst@ttica
that the school system had acknowledged the presence of active youth gangs in local

communities, as evidenced by participant accounts of school-level garenassr
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presentations, the participants noted the manners in which no formalized gang trainin
had been made available within the system. This notion was especially tthes®r
participants who were not in an administrative position. Data revealed thatictoigtd
gang awareness programs had been made available for educators and theitegport
for administrators to take in such initiatives was highly limited. Of the thaegcipants
who stated that they had taken part in staff development exercises desidngu wit
intent of identifying youth gang indicators and risk factors, one stated thatraunchg

had taken place while employed another school system; whereas, the otheréwo we
administrators who stated that the training was conducted at a centralricadi access
was limited to strictly administrators.

Gangindicator awareness. Development through personal and professional
experience. Despite the lack of formalized pre-service and staff development
opportunities, the majority of the participants denoted that they were af\grecific
youth gang indicators within their respective schools. Previous experiaerttes a
observations undertaken while employed within other school systems or within other
lines of work were commonly credited for the abilities to recognize the todscd he
vast majority of those who stated that they could confidently recognizeispecith
gang indicators justified their responses by crediting their personalvabeas within
their classrooms, schools, and local communities. One stated that his childhood
experiences allowed him to recognize youth gang indicators, while othex thiat they
recognized certain indicators as a result of their experiences and oloservdtile

traveling. The significance of personal and professional experienceatinmeb the
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ability to identify specific youth gang indicators and risk factors was@atrunderlying
theme that was present throughout the data collection and data analysis processe

Risk factor awareness. Confidence based upon personal and professional
experiences. The analysis of phenomenological data pertaining to secondary educator
and administrator abilities to recognize categorical risk factoreuwthygang activity
revealed that the participants were highly confident in their overall abitii recognize
such risk factors within educational settings. This study led to the discovéry of
sources of such confidence. Numerous participants credited their personal and
professional interactions with and observations of individual students and student groups.
The notions of time and repeated experiences were critical components of these
interactions and observations. The participants also noted that interactions eiits par
and familiarity with local communities aided in their abilities to recogyuth gang
risk factors. Numerous participants cited their professional recolleciwhsverall
levels of experience, arguing that the culmination of many years of expgedardc
memories provided them with a sort of “common sense” that enabled them to zecogni
many of the categorical risk factors.

Gangindicator prevalence: Asseen from inside the school system. Klein and
Maxson (2010) noted the regional diversity and shifting nature of gang indicators,
necessitating gang awareness training and the accurate idaotificfjang indicators
by school officials (National School Safety and Security Services, 2007 aRlese
conducted in a suburban northeast Georgia school district discovered that theeppésenc
graffiti was the definitively the most common youth gang indicator presémnhwhe

district’'s seven secondary institutions. Participant accounts of youthmydingtors cited
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graffiti more than twice as much as the second leading indicator which wastgtess
Tattoos and other visual indicators were a very distant third, being cited apatelyim
one-tenth as much as graffiti.

Most compelling risk factors: Outside forces manifesting in schools. An analysis
of secondary educator and administrator views related to the most compellinggogth
risk factors revealed that the peer domain was ultimately the most influesititactor
for gang activity within the given school system. Participant accountsieevbat the
significance of peer groups in relation to gang formation was decisivalg prominent
as compared to the other four risk factor domains. Peer groups were cited by the
participants almost twice as much as the second leading indicator which wasualdivi
characteristics. Participant responses suggested that forces sueh@egsure and the
innate desire for a sense of belonging were largely responsible fofayarajion and
gang activity within the individual schools in the overall school system.

Summary of the Findings

The purpose of this study was to explore secondary educator and administrator
perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk factaers
suburban northeast Georgia school system. This study sought to discover pvdtaely
indicators and risk factors the participants had experienced, as well as tdnevdsl
related to pre-service training and staff development exercises gdlatouth gang
indicators and risk factors. An investigation into the perceptions participadts hel
regarding their experiences with youth gangs in educational seténgsigo unveil the
lived experiences that were shared by the participants. In order to bettestande¢he

experiences of the participants and to generate future recommendations, ansewghasi
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placed upon identifying and exploring the most prevalent indicators and most compelling
risk factors of youth gang activity within the given school system as peccby the
participants.
Literature

The literature review developed over the course of this study was designed t
examine and report upon various youth gang risk factors, indicators, and relategstheori
and models. The literature review sought to investigate various perspeelated to the
phenomenon of educator and administrator abilities to identify key indicators and risk
factors associated with youth gang activity. Primary sources irtldeultitude of
scholarly works that discussed various gang-related issues including theatropb of
youth gangs in educational settings. Numerous sources cited the reduatamabilities
of educators and administrators to identify and address such issues in schoalsy h@we
definitive lack of information related to educator and administrator peocepdif the
youth gang phenomenon was evident. The overwhelming majority of the artidles a
other works examined over the course of this study were written from a sgholarl
researcher-based perspective with the intent of discussing various aspectthafangs
from a factual perspective. The individual and collective experiences, obseryatidns
perceptions of educators and administrators were clearly lacking. Consgqihent
study was designed to explore the perceptions of a diverse group of educators and
administrators. The participants represented a vast array of professmckgtounds,
personal experiences, and numerous other aspects that may have influenced their

interpretations of their experiences with youth gangs in educationagsetti
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Relationship with emer gent themes. The themes that emerged over the course

of this interpretative phenomenological study were largely consistenteuiticurring
notions examined during the review of pertinent literature. The meticulous review of
applicable literature unearthed a substantial lack of researchpegteo formal gang
awareness training for educators and administrators (Arciaga, Sakamhioeg, 2010;
Chaskin, 2010; Office of the Attorney General, 2009). Smith (2011) noted that teachers,
administrators, and general school staff commonly lack adequate gangtiomeve
intervention, and suppression training. Lal (1996), Smith (2011), and Crews and Crews
(2008) noted the manners in which teacher preparatory programs do not adequagtely equi
teachers and administrators to address common gang issues in schools. Thegaontend
that an unintended consequence of such an absence of training is the inability of
educators and administrators to identify and address youth gang activtitiespublic
schools. Research conducted by Escobedo (1993) and Presley (1996) suggested that a
lack of gang awareness training resulted in the inability of educatorslamuistrators
to readily recognize key indicators and risk factors associated with yaogjs.grwo of
the six major themes that emerged over the course of this study reindoicte notions,
for the participants indisputably reported a lack of gang awarenesedras a
component of pre-service training and education. Likewise, the participants eothgist
reported a lack of opportunities to participate in gang awareness staff degrtopm
exercises.

The byproducts of the lack of gang awareness training were evident in twomalditi
emergent themes that surfaced over the course of this study. Youth gangestrace

constantly evolving, counteracting stereotypical views of traditionagg&Bell & Lim,
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2005; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Fisher et al., 2008; Pitts, 2009). Combating youth
gangs, therefore, requires specific knowledge and qualifications thatniyayeo

obtained and enhanced through firsthand exposure and exercises (Arciaga, 2007). While
the participants noted a definitive lack of pre-service and staff developmecisese
pertaining to gang awareness training, a reoccurring notion was the sigogfiof

personal observations and experiences in relation to indicator and risk factenessar
Numerous participants credited personal observations and experiences wbithieis

to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors. While the influences adégsiohal

training exercises were not denied when relevant, the overwhelming majahty
participants referenced obtaining knowledge through personal experiences as apposed t
professional experiences.

Youth gangs have an established presence in the vast majority of urban high schools
throughout the United States (Egley, Howell, & Moore, 2010; Peterson, 2004; Swahn et
al., 2010), and modern youth gangs are rapidly proliferating in suburban and rural schools
(Egley, Howell, & Moore, 2010; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Howell et al., 2002; Klein
& Maxson, 2006; Starbuck et al., 2001). Consequently, educational leaders must engage
in proactive and proven measures to identify, combat, and prevent gang progression in
schools (Cahill et al., 2008; DOJ, 2006; Essex, 2007; Goldson, 2011; Hill et al., 1999;
Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006). In order to do so, educators and administrators must gain
insight into the localized foundations of gang formation (Crews & Crews, 2088 &I
Maxson, 2006), and they must become aware of the primary indicators and risk factor
associated with youth gang activity (Arana, 2005; Huff, 2002). Youth gang occurrences

and activities are localized by nature (Reed & Decker, 2002); thus, eéfgeting
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assessments must be conducted and response measures must be determined at an
institutional level (Scott, 2000; Smith, 2011). Consequently, this study sought to explore
the prevalence of youth gang indicators and the most compelling risk factioirs tive
given school system as experienced by secondary educators and adwonsiddata
revealed that graffiti and dress styles were the most common indigétiors the given
school system. The influences of the peer groups, individual characteratdy, f
structures, and community dynamics were referenced as compeadkirfgators,
supporting the notion of schools being rapidly being permeated by gang trends that
originate within local communities (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Esbensen, TibBetts
Gaines, 2004; Howell, 2010b).
Participants

The participants in this study were decisively chosen through the processes of the
purposive sampling, sequential sampling, and snowballing. The study sample consisted
of 28 participants, all of whom were employed as a secondary educators oistrdions
within the same northeast Georgia school system at the time of this sttatsl &f
seven non-veteran educators, seven veteran educators, and 14 administrators dontribute
to this study. The participants’ years of experience in the field of ednagatnged from
three to 30 years, and a multitude of professional positions and content areas were
represented among the participants. The participants came from a vhaggs@nd
ethnic backgrounds, and both genders were included in the final selection. The
participants represented a vast array of personal and professionatesgeiin relation
to youth gangs. Some reported very little exposure to youth gang actithtg the given

school district, whereas others reported significantly more experietiue e school
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district employed within the study and elsewhere.
Theoretical | mplications
The philosophical underpinnings of this interpretive phenomenological study
were rooted in six primary philosophical theories: social learning (Bantiara),
ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social disorganization (ShagKé&yyl
1969), moral development (Kohlberg, 1984), psychosocial development (Erikson, 1963),
and humanistic theories (Maslow, 1970). These theories presented six essential
implications for secondary educators and administrators experiencings/aspects of
youth gang activity:
1. Behavior is motivated by the attainment, or lack thereof, of personal @soriti
2. Exposure and interaction with one’s environment impact individual behavior.
3. Students learn behaviors through observations.
4. The development of personality and identity formation are influenced by social
experiences.
5. Social interactions influence one’s ability to rationalize and act acgbydin
6. Delinquent behavior is accelerated by the absence or failures of vital social
institutions and the lack of positive community relationships.
Each of these scenarios held potential for creating disruptive fordaa edtucational
settings as a result of external stimuli beyond traditional view and controbif
educators and administrators. Research suggested that a thorough examinagion of ke
psychological and educational theories pertaining to learning and human development
may serve to assist educators and administrators in better understandingingx@ad

predicting human behavior and its contributing mental processes (Myers, 2004; Rathus,
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2003). Numerous researchers insisted that a comprehensive examination of such theorie
may also provide theoretical justifications in respect to youth gang menipand
corresponding actions (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi, 2004; Kissner & Pyrooz,
2009). An understanding of these six philosophical theories and their corresponding
implications was essential to the exploration and comprehension of the perceptions
secondary educators and administrators had pertaining to their abilities ity igeunth

gang indicators and risk factors.

Relationship to emergent themes. Pai et al. (2005) asserted that upon analyzing
psychological and educational theories, one may better comprehend patternsrof huma
behavior and the processes associated with knowledge acquisition. Numeroubeesearc
have noted key speculative patterns related to gang involvement and spegfic gan
structures (Curry et al., 2002; Franzese et al., 2006; Howell, 2010a; Shoemaker, 2009;
Thibault et al., 2009). Such patterns were evident within the emergent themes)yprimar
those involving the acquisition of gang-related knowledge, indicator prevalence, and the
compelling natures of risk factors, associated with this study. Partigipansistently
noted the various manners in which their interactions with their unique environments and
other individuals influenced their knowledge of youth gangs. Participant responses
consistently revealed the predominance of specific risk factors fon gaumig activity, as
well as the subsequent indicators that were commonly experienced bytitipgas.

Youth gang occurrences and activities are localized by nature (RBedl&er, 2002),
thus no single theoretical justification may be made in order to compéelgin youth
gang occurrences. Various aspects of participant responses werevadatimerous

theoretical foundations. While no single developmental theory was cited by the
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participants, numerous components of social learning (Bandura, 1977), ecological
systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), social disorganization (Shaw & McKay, 1969), moral
development (Kohlberg, 1984), psychosocial development (Erikson, 1963), and
humanistic theories (Maslow, 1970) were evident in participant responses.
Conceptual Framework

The selected research methodology for this study was interpretive
phenomenology. As a subset of hermeneutical phenomenology, interpretive
phenomenology relates verbal accounts with psychological meaning and human
experience (Watson, 2008). According to Heidegger (1927), life experiences and their
underlying meanings and can only be deciphered and explained by the meticulous
exploration of the entirety of the experiences; thus, interpretive phenomenobvipegsr
accounts of participants’ experiences, as portrayed by the particijpaotder to
thoroughly answer specific research questions (Watson, 2008). This study sought to
reveal the essence of the experiences secondary educators and ationéninstchin
relation to youth gang indicators and risk factors. By utilizing an intévpret
phenomenological approach, a better understanding of the participants’ liveeezeeri
was acquired, thereby enabling the use of thematic analysis in exposing thgingderl
meanings such experiences held for the participants (Smith, 2004). Thus, the conceptual
framework of interpretive phenomenology was utilized in the interpretatiornrtdipant
responses in order to address the research questions that served to guide/this stud
Resear ch Questions

This study sought to explore the perceptions, experiences, reflections, and various

levels of training held by secondary educators and administrators. A reviewio¢pe
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literature revealed a substantial lack of research emphasis concernentatieds and
youth gang indicators and risk factors. Current research studies havetet e
definitively address whether examinations of the perceptions administaatbrs
educators have in relation to identifying key indicators of youth gang aatmgyt aid in
gang intervention efforts in schools. Consequently, this study was framed by the
following research questions:
RQ1: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify key indicators of youth gang agtinia
suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ2: What are the perceptions that secondary educators and administrators have
regarding their abilities to identify fundamental risk factors assediwith youth
gang activity in a suburban northeast Georgia school system?
RQ3: How do educators and administrators perceive their pre-service traiding a
professional development exercises in regard to their abilities to identif
indicators and risk factors associated with youth gang activity in a suburban
northeast Georgia school system?
RQ4: Based upon personal experiences and observations, what primary indicators
and risk factors of youth gang activity do educators and administratoreyadpl
within a suburban northeast Georgia school system view as being most influential
within their respective schools?
In order to address these research questions, data was collected throteghad se
systematic phenomenological interviews, quantitative surveys, refl¢otiveals, and

follow-up interviews.
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Resear ch question one. Participant responses revealed that the perceptions of
secondary educators and administrators in relation to identifying key indicditpouth
gang activity within educational settings varied greatly amongthieidual categorical
indicators; consequently, participant confidence levels varied greatly junoction with
individual indicators. Confidence levels peaked at 71% for the identification of
communication; however, they tapered to 7% for dress styles. Data sugbastee t
participants were relatively confident in their abilities to identdyty gang
communication and graffiti, with the majority of the participants noting thatwleze
capable of identifying these two particular indicators within their resqgesthools. The
participants were moderately confident in their abilities to identify ygatig tattoos and
turf, with approximately one half of the participants indicating that theg wapable of
definitively identifying such indicators. With only two participants sigméythat they
could positively identify youth gang dress styles, participant respoesealed that the
secondary educators and administrators employed within the given school kggtem
definitive lack of confidence in their abilities to distinguish between gang andaran-
dress styles.

Resear ch question two. The analysis of data revealed that confidence levels
related to participant abilities to recognize established risk fadoy®bith gang activity
were notably higher as compared to those of youth gang indicators. As with individual
youth gang indicators, participant confidence levels varied greatlygthenndividual
categorical risk factors. Confidence levels ranged from 57% to 96%, with tity tabi
recognize peer influences being the highest and the ability to recognindukades of

the school domain being the lowest. The participants were especiallgedrifi their

196



abilities to identify the influences of the peer, community, and family domaittseach

of these domain 79% or more of the participants indicating they could positivelyydentif
the influences of these domains. Data suggested that the participantsasem®hfident

in their abilities to recognize the influences of the individual and school domains, as
noted by participant responses indicating confidence levels of 61% and 57%,
respectively.

Resear ch question three. Participant responses indicated that secondary educator
and administrator perceptions of pre-service training and professional devetopme
exercises regarding the ability to identify indicators and risk factmscaated with youth
gang activity were largely negative. A definitive lack of pre-servi@@aing exercises
pertaining to the assessment and addressing of youth gang indicators aradarskiria
educational setting was overwhelming evident from participant feedb#bkugh not to
the extent of pre-service training, the participants likewise conveyed notistedfof
development exercises pertaining to youth gang indicators and risk fach&isigs
limited and largely restricted. The majority of those who reported undergoitgeper
staff development exercises were primarily administrators or th@sriexced such
training while employed within another school system. A lack of staff develtpme
exercises was especially evident in the responses of the educators.

Resear ch question four. Participant accounts revealed that the secondary
educators and administrators employed within this study viewed the peer dsrbain@
the most influential risk factor, whereas graffiti was viewed as the mostigneva
indicator. A total of 16 out of 28 participants noted the significance of the peer domain

within their respective schools. The individual and family domains were alsorited i
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notable manners, with several participants classifying these domains aadeing
influential as the peer domain. Graffiti was definitively cited asribst prevailing
indicator, with 19 participants noting its prevalence. Dress style was iedsemst
cited indicator, with eight participants noting it commonality.
Study Delimitations

Johnson and Christensen (2000) explained delimitations as boundaries that
confine the scope of a study by relaying specifics not examined during a Btigdy
explicit scope of this study was to investigate the perceptions secondaayadwand
administrators possess in terms of their abilities to identify fundamedieators and
risk factors associated with youth gang participation in a specificeastiGeorgia
school district. The study was delimitated so that only educators and admonsstrom
the seven public secondary schools located within the chosen county-based schatol distri
will be included as participants in the study. Educators and administrators froin a vas
array of private schools located within the same geographical area whkréeekfrom
the study. Likewise, educators and administrators employed within ailudabendent
city-based school system encapsulated by the district being studiedlseeexcluded.
Further delimitations comprised of excluding educational stakeholders, sucleais par
students, and community leaders, as well as excluding other members otittyeaiad
staff employed within the chosen schools. These employees included the likescaf cl
staff, counselors, custodial staff, and numerous others who served in capacitiéisanthe

educators or administrators.
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Study Limitations

Johnson and Christensen (2000) described research limitations as deficiencies or
conditions that may not be directly controlled by the researcher. Creswell (&i168)
the potential influences limitations may yield within a study, thereby ntizgdhe
disclosure of any possible limitations. Several limitations were ackngedethroughout
this study. The study employed a convenience sample of secondary educators and
administrators from a specific northeast Georgia school district and patitici in the
study was strictly voluntary. The sample may not, therefore, have rdftbet®verall
population of the school district, nor may the study results have yielded direct
implications for other school districts. The nature in which the study was geogtphica
isolated inhibited study results from being generalized to other regions or fpmmsila
without the conduction of further research. Participation in the study may have bee
directly influenced by the individual personalities of potential participasta/edl as
individual interests pertaining to the study topic, individual willingness to paatein
the study, and the personal and professional experiences of the participghts. F
limitations may have included participant honesty and personal recollectian whil
completing the interview. Influences of popular media, such as television and
newspapers, may have also affected participant views and responses. Attaeghise
bias during the data collection phase were made by maintaining the anoolthiy
participants.
Contextualization of the Findings

The analysis of phenomenological data revealed that each of the six majo theme

exposed during this study directly related to the perceptions that secondanpedaicd
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administrators held regarding their abilities to identify youth gang itati€and risk

factors. In response to the primary research questions, the six primagsttien

emerged from the analysis of participant interviews, surveys, and jousnatded the
perceptions of the secondary educators and administrators that chose to partake in the
study. The research problem identified within this study was addressedrnineng the
emergent themes in order to identify the inherent characteristics ofuks,iss well as

to note the frequencies (see Table 9) of such characteristics (Neaw&rgt2009).
Participant references to a lack of gang awareness training agaream of pre-service
training and education was noted during 27 of the 28 phenomenological interviews, as
was participant expressions of confidence in terms of recognizing youthiglafactors
based upon personal and professional experiences. The development of gang indicator
awareness through personal and professional experiences was cited bycl@&pts{i

while a lack of staff development opportunities pertaining to youth gang awarneas
stressed by 25 participants. The last two major themes were the ideatifafgraffiti

as the most prevalent indicator and the peer domain as the most compelling rislofactor
youth gang activity within the given school district. Participant respomsgstmting to

these themes numbered 19 and 16, respectively.
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Table 9:

Frequency of Emergent Themes

Theme Frequency

Pre-service Experiences: A Lack of 27
Gang Awareness Training

Risk Factor Awareness: Confidence 27
Based upon Personal and Professional

Experiences

Gang Indicator Awareness: 26

Development through Personal and
Professional Experience

Staff Development Exercises: A Lack 25
of Opportunities
Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen 19

from Inside the School System

Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside 16
Forces Manifesting in Schools

Note: Data contained in this table was generated based upon the response rates of 28
individual participants.

Conclusions

An interpretive phenomenological research approach yielded sufficient data
required for analysis. The analysis of data occurred through the orgamiattlata,
systematic bracketing, and by employing thematic analysis. Datgsés led to the
discovery of six major themes related to secondary educator and administrator
perceptions of their abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk fadfiajsr
emergent themes included:

1. Pre-service Experiences: A Lack of Gang Awareness Training

2. Staff Development Exercises: A Lack of Opportunities
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3. Gang Indicator Awareness: Development through Personal and Professional
Experience
4. Risk Factor Awareness: Confidence Based upon Personal and Professional
Experiences

5. Gang Indicator Prevalence: As Seen from Inside the School System

6. Most Compelling Risk Factors: Outside Forces Manifesting in Schools
A thorough analysis of the six major themes divulged numerous minor themes which
held significant implications for future research opportunities. Likewnsediverse
nature of the major themes held significant implications for future research

The findings of this interpretive phenomenological research study were aligned
with information examined during review of pertinent literature. A vast afgputh
gang researchers have noted the failure of teacher preparatoryfbdevampment
programs in terms of adequately preparing educators and administratorsifg ateht
address issues such as youth gang activities in public schools (Crewesv&, 2008; Lal,
1996; Smith, 2011). Numerous researchers noted the lack of formalized gang training
initiatives during pre-service teacher preparatory programs (Escobedo, 1#83; K
2006; Lal, 1996; Presley, 1996; Sharkey et al., 2010; Smith, 2011; White, 2007). The
findings of the study concurred; revealing that the educators and administrdators w
participated in this study experience little or no gang awareness ¢rararnpart of pre-
service exercises. Pertinent literature also suggested that edacet@dministrators
often lacked opportunities for sufficient gang-related training exeraiseomponents of
staff development exercises (Mayer & Furlong, 2010; Sharkey et al., 2010, 3611,

Swahn et al., 2010). This study revealed that secondary educators and adorgistra
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employed within the given school district had been exposed to very limited oppostunitie
to receive gang awareness training as a component of staff development.

In accordance with the review of pertinent literature, this study alsodserve
highlight the most influential risk factors and most common indicators of youth gang
activity present within the individual schools and the school system at the time of the
study. Prominent youth gang researchers maintain that a primary teskut@tional
leaders was the identification of the most influential risk factors so thquatde
responses to youth gangs could be developed and implemented (Esbensen & Tusinski,
2007; Esbensen et al., 2010; Howell, 2010a; Mitchell, 2011; Wasserman et al., 2000;
White; 2007; Wyrick, 2006). Through the use of thematic analysis, this study exposed the
peer domain as the most compelling categorical risk factor for youthagéimiy within
the given school system. Noting the vast array of youth gang indicatons,aiei
Maxson (2010) and The National School Safety and Security Services (2007) reported
that effective anti-gang measures necessitated the quick and actenafecation of
gang indicators on behalf of educators and administrators. Thematic anahgsiked
that youth gang graffiti was the most prevalent youth gang indicat@mneghin the
school system and the individual schools employed within this study.

Implications of the Findings

The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological study was to explore
perceptions that secondary educators and administrators had regardingilihegs @
identify key indicators and risk factors for youth gang activity in a suburbaineast
Georgia school district. Research findings indicated a substantial lack-séice and

staff development opportunities that provide formalized training in terms offyegti
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such indicators and risk factors. Findings also suggested that personal assiqmafe
observations and experiences within multiple realms served as the primasssafurc
information from which the participants had drawn knowledge of local youth gangs. The
analysis of data revealed that secondary educators and administragitmgeshwithin
the given school system were more accustomed to recognizing gang gsafbmpared
to other known indicators of gang activity. Likewise, the research findings segpbet
notion of the peer domain serving as the most influential categorical risk flacyauth
gang activity within the given school system.

This study was significant within schools experiencing increased episodes 0
youth gang activity. Research suggested that secondary educators amdteators
often fail to recognize fundamental indicators and risk factors of youth géimigyadue
to a lack structured gang awareness training that specificallyddrgducational settings
(Arciaga et al., 2010; Chaskin, 2010; OAGF, 2009). The findings of the study supported
such notions. Despite the knowledge presence of 11 active youth gangs within the school
system employed within this study, as well as the corresponding comesyitty of
[...ville], 2011), opportunities for formalized gang awareness training within Hookc
system was lacking. NDIC (2008) projections indicated an escalation of yawgh ga
episodes within the given area in the near future (NDIC, 2008). Given the impacts of
gangs in schools and projections calling for increased gang occurrenuesthatgiven
area, the findings of this study revealed the urgent need for improvedwarenass
initiatives within the school system’s secondary institutions.

Implicationsfor leader ship. This study was significant to the field of leadership

in the sense that it explored whether or not educational leaders within the gitea sy
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needed to alter their approaches to youth gang activity within the individual sehdols
the system as a whole. Cunningham and Corderio (2005) asserted that effedtike lea
facilitate necessary change based upon first-hand experiences and abser@atrton

and Alston (2009) noted that school leaders are expected to fulfill a host of duties,
obligations, and roles, and they are responsible for all occurrences on school grounds.
They maintained that effective educational leaders address problersiatis &1d crises

by utilizing personal and professional judgment that seeks the best intealst of
educational stakeholders. Short and Greer (2002) concurred, asserting tteatceeffor
restructure public education have facilitated notions of accountability and empenterm
among educational leaders. Each of the schools employed within this study operated
under a site-based approach to management. This approach enabled the adnsi@istra
each school to formulate necessary policies and procedures independent of other school
and the system as a whole (Grauwe, 2005). The findings of the study revealed that
educational leaders within the given school system must evaluate and resthesture
approaches to youth gang activity in order to combat the implications it may render
within educational settings.

Analysis and interpretation of the study findings indicated that the admiorstra
and educators employed within the study lacked opportunities to receive strganged
awareness training. As leaders within the community, educators and adatorssnust
understand and act upon political, social, and economic conditions as they impact
educational stakeholders (Cunningham & Cordeiro, 2005). Federal legislatioacenact
under the NCLB requires that state agencies to assess and addres®saéehsan

public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Research indicated that youth
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gangs have a definitive presence in the majority of the secondary schoatstiethi
nation (Egley et al., 2010; Swahn et al., 2010). A review of pertinent literatwealed
that public schools are commonly used as recruiting grounds, drug markets, and
numerous other facets of gang activity (Chandler et al., 1998; Gottfredsorni€eGsxn,
2001; Howell, 2006; Howell, 2010b; OJJDP, 2009a). Research indicated that the
presences and activities of youth gangs in educational settings diactdiate with
episodes of violence, and delinquency, and academic disruptions (Egley et al., 2010;
Garza, 1993; Miller, 1982; Struyk, 2006; Swahn et al., 2010). Educators and
administrators must be capable of recognizing the implications of youthagéwidy in
public schools in order to effectively combat the negative influences they reisdex(E
2007). The analysis and interpretation of the research findings indicatediaviefieed
for educational leaders within the given school system to develop and implement
localized anti-gang measures. The findings of the study yielded founddtrmvaledge
upon which educational leaders could pursue further research pertaining to yauth ga
matters, enhanced staff development opportunities, and increased gang ssvarene
initiatives within local schools.
Recommendations

The significance of this phenomenological qualitative study was to explore the
potential need for gang awareness training among secondary educators amstradons
employed within a suburban northeast Georgia school district. The geograpladal are
which the study was conducted is experiencing escalating gang problBid 2008).
Data reported by the NDIC (2008) indicates that this particular areangitiunter

worsening gang conditions in coming years. Using a descriptive quiaetgaidy, Porter
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(2008) examined the abilities of elementary and middle school teachers and

administrators in relation to identifying indicators and risk factors ofjgearticipation.

Given the locally-based nature of gang culture (GRIPE, n.d.) and the pregesitdac

comprehensive youth gang study in the school district, this study was conducted in the

study in the same suburban northeast Georgia school system utilized witkirsPort

study. The utilization of the same school system allowed for a deeper expl@ati the

gaining a more thorough insight related to the perceptions of educators and

administrators. This study provided the school system with a more in-depth etxamina

of educator and administrator abilities to identify youth gang indicatarsisifactors.

Given the lack of formalized educator and administrator training regarduth gang

indicators and risk factors (Arciaga et al., 2010; Chaskin, 2010; OAGF, 2009), this study

may serve to enlighten the school system as to the need for specific gargess

training among the faculties and staffs employed within secondarytiosig.
Recommendations for educational leadership. An initial recommendation is for

educational leaders to initiate the process of collecting youth gang diaita wi

educational settings. Gathering data is essential to identifyingoamolating the negative

influences of gangs in educational settings (Chaskin, 2010; Cooper, 2009; Swahn et al.,

2010; Washington State, 2010). Lal (1996) noted the manners in which schools are often

reluctant to record data pertaining to youth gangs, opting instead to rely updawoca

enforcement agencies to gather and maintain such information. Achilles §&&33ed

the reluctance educators and administrators commonly expressed in relation t

acknowledging the presences and implications of gangs in schools. Knox (2006)

maintained that denial rates related to youth gang activity within publootcis
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especially high among educational leaders. Research conducted by Gamitrads
Gottfredson (2001) indicated that the number and percentage of educators and
administrators acknowledging the presences of gangs in their respectives sshool
considerably lower than reports within surrounding communities. Given the implications
of youth gangs in schools, educational leaders must put forth an initiative to daliect
pertaining to youth gangs so that an adequate intervention and suppression measures ma
be designed and implemented.

A second recommendation is for educational leaders to conduct school-level
assessments of the most influential youth gang indicators and risk fattors w
individual school settings. Contemporary research pertaining to the indicatorskand r
factors of youth gang membership and activity is largely anecdotal (D&€a2). This
has resulted in the lack of empirical data pertaining to the most influentitd gang
indicators and risk factors in most educational settings. Future researcihonasghly
examine all aspects of “the importation and exportation of gang symbolsusgruct
culture, and behavior” (Decker, 2002, p. 19). This is especially applicable to educational
settings. Schools serve as one of the most common socialization agents for youth
(Esbensen, 2000; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Scott, 2000). Consequently, schools
are not immune to the occurrences and impacts of youth gangs (CMHS, 2007). “Gang
indicators used by students should be researched further to develop empiricadnsdica
of gangs in schools that school officials and others could use in developing
communitywide anti-gang programs and strategies” (Howell & Lynch, 2000, p. 6).
Research by Smith (2011) indicated that educators and administrators commionly la

formalized gang training, and “schools should objectively analyze the needdnga
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policy” (p. 19). Such policies should include assessments of the most influential youth
gang indicators and risk factors at an institutional level.

A third recommendation for educational leaders is to develop and enhance
relationships among schools, communities, and local agencies such as lasreafdr
Youth gang dynamics typically vary from one geographical region to an&@ek&(
Lim, 2005; Fleisher, 2005; Klein, 2005). The structures of youth gangs are constantly
evolving in manners that are making the identification and combating of youth gangs
more difficult (Bell & Lim, 2005). Youth gang configurations are growing morerde/e
and more complex (Henry, 2009; Howell et al., 2002; Howell, 2010b). Educational
settings are increasingly becoming focal points for gang activity)(R2Q06; Esbensen et
al., 2004; Ramsey et al., 2003; Tozer et al., 2005). Educators and administrators ofte
hesitate to acknowledge and contend with gang issues for a variety of reaslodg
a lack of specialized training, potential negative perceptions that could @nsgrming
the school, and fears of potential parental and community reactions (Curryk&rDec
2003; Esbensen et al., 2004; Manwaring, 2005; Sharkey et al., 2011; White, 2007).
Research suggests that considerable discrepancies exist in termg pégaaptions
among educators, members of the community, and law enforcement personnel (Cooper,
2009; Esbensen, 2000; Fisher et al., 2008; Henry, 2009; Pitts, 2009; Smith, 2011; White,
2007). Educational leaders and other stakeholders must work collaboratively in order to
act upon proven methods of identifying, combating, and preventing gang progression in
schools (Cabhill et al., 2008; DOJ, 2006; Essex, 2007; Goldson, 2011; Hill et al., 1999;
Huff, 2002; Struyk, 2006). Consequently, educational leaders must put forth the initiative

to establish and foster common bonds among the schools, communities, and local
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agencies in order to combat the influences of youth gangs and promote safe and
productive learning environments.

Recommendationsfor futureresearch. The purpose of this interpretive
phenomenological study was to explore perceptions secondary educators and
administrators had regarding their abilities to identify youth gang iradand risk
factors in a suburban northeast Georgia school system. Research indicatedtthat y
gang structures are constantly evolving and counteracting sterebtyipies of
traditional gangs (Bell & Lim, 2005; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Fisher &0&i8;

Pitts, 2009). Modern youth gangs are rapidly proliferating into all areée ofation,
including suburban and rural areas (Egley et al., 2010; Esbensen & Tusinski, 2007; Klein
& Maxson, 2006; Starbuck et al., 2001). Public schools are the primary institutions in
which contemporary youth engage in communal interactions; thus, schools are not
immune to gang occurrences (Curry & Decker, 1998; Pai et al., 2005; Kidder, 2007).
Studies revealed that youth gangs have a definitive and recognized pliedbeceast
majority of secondary schools in the United States (Egley et al., 2010; Swahn et al
2010), indicating that schools are rapidly being permeated by gang trendsginater
within local communities (Howell, 2010a). As a result, an initial recommendatidai
replications of this study take place in other school districts experienciregased
episodes of youth gang activity. Replications of the study are esserdetketrmining if

the findings of the study may be generalized to other geographical areas

The primary ages for youth gang recruitment typically span betweegebeot
12 and 24 (Duffy, 2004; Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; O’Donnell et al., 2009).

Research indicated that contemporary recruitment efforts are not unique tattbhidgra
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age range. Gang tendencies are increasingly becoming inclusive ofaragsif school-
age children (Duffy, 2004; Esbensen et al., 2004; Huff, 2002; Klein & Maxson, 2006;
Vigil 1988). According to Arana (2005) and the U.S. House of Representatives (2006),
gang recruitment commonly targets kids as young as seven years old. 3écsne
recommendation is for this study to be replicated at a system-wide leluelingcall

schools regardless of level. This broader sample would be more inclusive of the
demographic, academic, and socioeconomic differences that are presenthaithin t
schools throughout the system. A larger interpretive phenomenological resadsch st
would potentially yield more in-depth data that portrays a more reflectve of the

study phenomenon at a system-wide level.

A third recommendation includes the exploration of youth gang tendencies and
the cultural, socioeconomic, academic discrepancies of the individual ingitut
employed within this study. Throughout this study, a primary emphasis a@sdplipon
revealing trends that were common throughout the system. The schools represtged i
study contained differing student demographics, socio-economic statuses, andflevels
academic achievement. By employing a site-based approach to thisistiugyntial
factors that are unique to the individual schools may be exposed and act upon in manners
not possible in larger scale studies. Short and Greer (2002) noted the manners in which
empowering educational leaders often employ a site-based approach to nmearagam
instituting effective change. A school-level phenomenological study oh#étise could
potentially reveal essential data necessary for combating the ingiEatf youth gangs

while fostering a more effective process of educational change.
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Summary

The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological research study was to explore
secondary educator and administrator perceptions of their abilities to rexogniz
fundamental indicators and risk factors for youth gang activity in a subbadréheast
Georgia school district. Chapter 5 provided a comprehensive breakdown of the
interpretive phenomenological research procedures employed within this stutlgi®\na
phenomenological data revealed six major themes and numerous minor themes. Major
themes that emerged from the research process included a lack of gegreawa
training as components of teacher preparatory programs, a lack of sttiptaent
exercises pertaining to the identification of youth gang indicators dnthadtors, and the
development of gang indicator awareness through personal and professioriahegpe
Other major themes included the development of youth gang risk factor avgarenes
through personal and professional experiences, the significance of peerajrdyusith
gang formation, and the presence of gang graffiti within the given schaattdist
Recommendations for future research included replications of this study in other
geographical regions, the expansion of this study within the given school distihett s
all schools are included, and the exploration of youth gang tendencies adéateetorthe
cultural, socioeconomic, and academic discrepancies of the individual schools @mploye
within the study. Recommendations for educational leadership included the collection of
localized gang information at the school level, the conduction of school-based
assessments of youth gang indicators and risk factors, and the implementation of
measures designed to promote the development and enhancement of relationships among

schools, communities, and local agencies.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: GANG INDICATORS
Gang Indicators

Indicators Descriptors

Graffiti Newspaper of the streets
Used to mark turf
Declares allegiance to the gang
Advertises the gang’s power or status
Challenge to rivals: by crossing out rival gang
Used to pay respect to fallen gang members

Dress Color of clothing
Sport jerseys
Hat worn to one side
One pant leg up
One shirt rolled sleeve up
One overall strap unsnapped
Name brand of the shoes/color of the shoelaces.

Identifiers/Tattoos Show allegiance to the gang
Usually contains name of the gang
Members’ street names
Three dot tattoos: Mi Vida Loco/My Crazy Life
Thespian faces: Smile Now, Cry Later
Tattoos drawn on the body

Communication Cryptic messages
Usually in the form of a letter
Used to tell a story, challenge rival gangs, and brag
Identifies which gang a gang member belongs to
Carrying weapons
Speaking in gang-style slang
Uses gang style hand signs
Gang slang

Turf Gangs claim a particular area as their turf
Gang territory/hangs with known members

Note. Developed by Porter (2008) using data f@amg Awareness Handbod&Q01;
Institute for Intergovernmental, 2006.
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APPENDIX B: RISK FACTORS LEADING TO YOUTH GANG MEMBERSHIP
Risk Factors Leading to Youth Gang Membership

Domain Risk Factors

Individual Negative life events
Self-esteem
Internalizing behaviors
Isolation

Community Area crime measures

Criminogenic neighborhood indicators

Family Social and economic barriers
Structure (single parent)
Lack of positive role models
Parenting style/hostile family environment
Family deviance
Lack of parental supervision

Peers Characteristics of peer networks
Affective dimensions of networks
Commitment to negative peers
Loyalty

School Academic Failure

Low educational aspirations

Negative labeling by teachers

Trouble at school

Few teacher role models

Educational frustration
Commitment/educational aspirations

Low school attachment
High levels of antisocial behavior in school
Low achievement test scores

Identification as being learning disabled

Note Developed by Porter (2008) using data from Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Eitle et
al., 2004; Esbensen & Deschenes, 1998; Esbensen et al., 1993; Hill et al., 1999; Howell,
1997; Maxson et al., 1998; Maxson & Whitlock, 2002; Sharpe, 2003; Thornberry et al.,
2003; & Whitlock, 2004.
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APPENDIX D: GANG AWARENESS INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
(Primary interview questions are in bold; prompts are in italics)
. What isyour current professional position?
How many years of experience do you havein thefield of education?
Describethe various settings in which you have taught.
a. Examples may include a description of school or class demographics,
school culture, geographical regions, courses taught, and so forth.
. Tell meabout any pre-servicetraining you underwent involving youth gang
indicatorsand risk factors.
a. Pre-service training may include any formalized training undergone prior
to entering the field of education.
i. Pre-service training may include college courses, training during
other professions, and so forth.
Reflect upon the staff development exer cises you have participated in after
entering thefield of education. Tell me about any staff development exer cises
you havetaken part in which youth gang indicatorsand risk factorswere
focal pointsof training.
Describe your experiences with youth gangs while serving in the capacity asa
teacher or administrator.
. Given the specific circumstances of your school and your personal levels of
training and experience as ateacher or administrator, are you capable of
recognizing and identifying specific aspects of school that may foster youth

gang development? Please elabor ate.
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a. Would you say that conditions in your school might increase the likelihood
of some students to join a youth gang? Please elaborate.

b. How would you describe the general school experience for students in
your school?

c. Does the school atmosphere promote social engagement or isolationism?
How/why? Please elaborate.

d. Does the school climate foster academic achievement for all students?
How/why? Please elaborate

8. Doyou fed confident in your ability to recognize and identify specific youth
gang dress styleswithin your particular school? Please elabor ate.

a. Based upon your training and personal experiences with youth gangs in
schools, please describe the extent of your knowledge related to youth
gang dress styles.

i. How do you distinguish between the dress styles that are
specifically gang-related and those of current fashion trends?
9. Based upon your personal experiences and training, please describethe
extent of your knowledge related to community dynamics and tendencies for
studentsin your school to join youth gangs.

a. Do you feel confident in your ability to recognize the influences of
community dynamics within your school? Please explain.

b. Can you identify specific communal influences that may result in youth

gang activity manifesting in schools? Please elaborate.
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10. Tell me about any methods of communication you have per sonally witnessed
gang membersusein your school.

a. How did you know these forms of communication were gang-related?

b. Are you confident in your ability to recognize various forms of youth gang
communication within your school? Please elaborate.

11. Based upon your personal experiences and training as a teacher or
administrator, areyou capable of identifying the influences family dynamics
havein relation to gang activity within your school? Please elabor ate.

a. How would you describe the role(s) family structures and settings play in
relation to students in your school forming peer groups?

12. Please describe the extent of your knowledgerelated to local youth gang
tattoos or other identifiers exhibited by studentswithin your school.

a. Please elaborate on your confidence in your ability to recognize youth
gang tattoos or other identifiers based upon your personal experiences as
an educator.

13. Reflecting upon your experiences and training as a teacher or administrator,
how would you describe your ability to recognize the influences peer groups
havein relation to youth gang tendenciesin your school? Please elabor ate.

a. Inregard to peer groups, are you confident in your ability to recognize the
influences that peer groups have upon the actions and beliefs of youth

gang members?
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14. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and observationsas a
teacher or administrator, can you distinguish between gang and non-gang
graffiti within your school? Please elabor ate.

a. What distinguishes gang-related graffiti from non-gang graffiti?

15. Given your personal experiences, training, and observations as a teacher or
administrator, areyou capable of recognizing specific individual student
behaviors, mannerisms, and so forth that may increase the likelihood of gang
affiliation? Please explain your response.

16. Considering your personal experiences, observations, and training, how
would you describe your capability to identify territorial practices of youth
gangsin your specific school?

a. Based upon your personal experiences and observations as a teacher or
administrator, do you believe that groups of students in your school
display territorial tendencies in manners that are directly gang related?

i. If so, how?
ii. If not, why?

17. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and observations, what
is/arethe most influential risk factor (s) that compel studentsin your school
to associate with youth gangs? Please explain why these factorsare so
compelling.

18. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and obser vations, what

is/arethe most common gang indicator (s) studentsin your school and to
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display? Please explain why you stated that this/theseindicator (s) is/are the
most exhibited within your school.
19. Given the opportunity, what specific advice would you give those responsible
for developing pre-service education and training exercisesin relation to
youth gangsin schools?
a. How could this advice have helped you within your particular classroom
or school?
b. How could training modifications based upon your advice benefit the
students, faculty, and staff at your school?
20. Given the opportunity, what specific advice would you give those responsible
for developing staff development exercisesin relation to youth gangsin
schools?
a. How could this advice have helped you within your particular classroom
or school?
b. How could training modifications based upon your advice benefit the
students, faculty, and staff at your school?
21. Arethereany other commentsor statementsyou wish to makeregarding the
study topic, thisstudy in general, or theinterview process? If so, please fed

freeto speak asyou wish.
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APPENDIX E: SCHOOL SYSTEM PERMISSION TO CONDUCT STUDY
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APPENDIX F: INFORMED CONSENT FORM
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
An Analysis of Secondary Educator Abilities to Identify Youth Gang Indisaand Risk
Factors: A Phenomenological Study
Kenneth Shane Lancaster
Liberty University
School of Education
You are invited to participate in a research study pertaining to secondary teache
and administrator abilities to identify youth gang indicators and risk faictongir
respective schools. You were selected as a potential participant based upon your
experiences as a secondary educator. You are respectfully askedulyosad this
form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to participate udthdbts
study is being conducted by: Kenneth Shane Lancaster, a doctoral candidat&d¢haol
of Education at Liberty University
Background I nformation:

The purpose of this phenomenological research study is to analyze secondary
administrator and teacher abilities to recognize key indicators and ctsksaf youth
gang involvement in a suburban northeast Georgia school district. Specificalstuthys
seeks to discover the perceptions secondary teachers and administratoesale ¢or
their ability to identify youth gang indicators and risk factors based upon theanaér
experiences, observations, and training. In order to collect as much valid datalds,poss
a qualitative research design will be employed. A phenomenological approaahomill

for the exploration of the study topic from the perspectives of the subjects.
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This study will employ a convenience sample derived from the teachers and

administrators employed within seven secondary institutions located withsartihne
school district. Participation in the study will take place on a voluntary basis.
Participation in the study will not entail any financial costs or compensatidhed
individual participants, schools, or the school system employed within the study. Data
will be collected by means of face-to-face interviews. No data that emandizative of
the individual participants or the individual schools they represent will be collected,
stored, or disclosed during the study. The results of this study may be instiumenta
guiding staff development opportunities related to identifying and combatimg g
influences in a suburban northeast Georgia school district.
Procedures:

This study will entail two interviews consisting of a primary interviaat should
last approximately one hour and a follow-up interview that should last no longer than 30
minutes.
The initial interview will employ a prepared set of open-ended questions and
corresponding prompts related to the study topic. These questions and promptsevill ser
direct the course and maintain the topic of the interview. The researcheesaer right
to probe when necessary in order to ensure clarity and understanding of participan
responses. The initial interview will be recorded using two digital audio resokgkech
interview will transcribed, word-for-word, by the interviewer. Partinigawill be
provided with a copy of the transcriptions in order to ensure accuracy and clarity of

responses. Upon reviewing the transcriptions, participants will be afforded the
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opportunity to issue commentary, ask pertinent questions, discuss the intent of the study,
and/or clarify any comments.

Participants will also be asked to participate in a follow-up interviewntasti
approximately thirty minutes. The follow-up interview will be based upon major and
minor themes that emerge while coding data obtained from the initial intervibes.
purpose of the follow-up interviews is to ensure that the experiences, views, and
responses of the participants are accurately portrayed. Participdrids afforded the
opportunity to issue commentary, ask pertinent questions related to the emergent themes
and/or clarify any comments.

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study:

The anticipated risks associated with this study are minimal. The studgesdwo
interviews consisting of a primary interview that should last approximatedyhour and
a follow-up interview that should last no longer than 30 minutes. The benefits of
participation in this study include the opportunity to be involved in a study that may
provide information for future staff development and pre-service teachengaini
exercises. The results of the research may be used for presentations aatiqgndlic
however, individual participants, schools, and the school system will remain anonymous.
There are no other agreements, written or verbal, related to this study beyend thos
expressed in this consent and confidentiality form.

Confidentiality:

Any information obtained during this study will be kept confidential. Strict stasdz
confidentiality will be maintained, and procedures will be established to ensure

participant anonymity. Any publications that may be generated as a rethétsitidy
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will not include any information that may be used to identify the individual study
participants, the individual schools they represent, or the school system in which the
participants are employed. Upon the completion of the study, all researatisredibbe
securely stored in a safe deposit box for a period of three years. The safelut®pasd
its contents will be accessible only to the primary researcher. Upon thesionabf
three years, all research data, including taped interviews and all fiet] wiltdoe
subsequently destroyed. Participant confidentiality will be maintahead times during
the study and upon its completion.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and participants maysectfo participate
or withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Any decision as tdahet
not to participate in the study will not affect a subject’s current or futuaars with
the Liberty University.

Contacts and Questions:

The researcher conducting this study is Kenneth Shane Lancaster. eét&sefto ask
any questions you may at this time. Should you have questions at a later point, you are
strongly encouraged to contact Shane Lancaster at the information listed bel
Shane Lancaster

6603 Spout Springs Road

Flowery Branch, GA 30542

(770) 967-8000 X 225

shane. lancaster@hallco. org

The faculty advisor of this research study is Dr. Mark Lampoestamport@liberty. edu
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Should you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and wish to speak with
someone other than the researcher(s), you are encotoag@uact the Institutional
Review Board, Dr. Fernando Garzon, Chair, 1971 University Blvd, Suite 1582,

Lynchburg, VA 24502 or email &arzon@liberty. edorirb@liberty. edu

A copy of this information will be provided for all participants to keep for their oeds.

Statement of Consent:

By signing below, you are indicating that you have read and understand the above
statements and herby give consent for your responses to be used in the stuglyinBy si
below, you acknowledge that you have asked questions and have satisfacteirigdrec
answers. Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in the study.

Signature: Date:

Signature of Investigator: Date:
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APPENDIX G: PARTICIPANT SURVEY
Please respond to the following statements by circling the option that bestsrgthur
beliefs based upon your position as a teacher or administrator.
1. I can identify youth gang graffiti within my school.
Agree Disagree No Opinion
2. | am capable of recognizing the dress styles of youth gang memberssthou.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

3. | can recognize youth gang identifiers and tattoos exhibited by students in a

school setting.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

4. | am familiar with the specific methods of communication used by gang nnembe

while in school.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

5. | am capable of locating and identifying areas claimed as turf by gauiip

members.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

6. As ateacher or administrator, | am aware of individual experiences aodgers

beliefs that may encourage students to join a youth gang.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

7. | am capable of identifying specific dynamics in the communities surrounding m
school that may contribute to youth gang formation.

Agree Disagree No Opinion
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8. | can identify aspects of family life that may encourage my studeftata

youth gang.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

9. | am confident in my ability to recognize the influences peer groups mayrhave i

regards to youth gang formation among the students in my school.
Agree Disagree No Opinion

10.As a teacher or administrator, | understand and can identify the influences that
student perceptions of school culture, the school environment, and academic

experiences have in relation to students joining youth gangs.

Agree Disagree No Opinion
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APPENDIX H: DEFINITION OF TERMS FOR PARTICIPANTS
Key definitions associated with the study are:

Gang tattoos Gang tattoos are tattoos placed upon the body in order to depict
membership in a specific gang (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Graffiti: Graffiti refers to graphic representations, such as drawings, writings, or
paintings, applied to public property without approval (Georgia Gang Investigators,
2001).

Hand signs Hand signs are and gestures used to express words, signals, or other
underlying meanings, and such gestures are often used as a form of communication
among gang members (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Pre-service training Pre-service training a term used to describe the
experiences, observations, and training exercises one undergoes in prepakscmte
a teacher (Virginia Wesleyan College, n.d.).

Professional developmenBrofessional developmeista term, for the purpose of
the study, used to describe structured programs or training exercisésalpedesigned
to target key issues within educational settings. Professional developmelst entai
“comprehensive, sustained, and intensive approach[es] to improving teachers’ and
principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (Nationél 3¢aelopment
Council, 2011).

Turf: Turf refers to the specific property or specified boundaries within which a
gang declares ownership and control (Georgia Gang Investigators, 2001).

Youth gang:Youth gang is a term that refers to a “self-formed association of

peers having the following characteristics: three or more members, .meaand some
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sense of identity, . . . some degree of permanence and organization, and an elevated level
of involvement in delinquent or criminal activity” (NYGC, 2006, 12).

Youth gang indicator:Youth gang indicatois a term used to denote physical
signs and visual observations indicative of cooperation with, actions of, and/or the
general presence of youth gangs (Howell & Lynch, 2000).

Youth gang risk factor:Youth gang risk factois a term that refers to one or more
interacting factors that contributes to the likelihood of one joining a gang or the

expansion of gang issues (National Gang Center, 2010).
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APPENDIX J: PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS
Interview with P1.
Q1. What isyour current professional position?
“I'm the assistant principal in charge of boys’ discipline and facilitiegntenance.”
Q2. How many years of experience do you havein thefield of education?
“Including my years teaching, | just finished my 15th year.”
Q3. Describethe various settingsin which you have taught or served as an
administrator.
“| taught for three years at an alternative school in Savannah (Geortjan. taught for
three years at a very small mountain school, well, small compared to theuwsrentlyg
work at anyways, in Rabun County (Georgia). | moved to [name omitted for
confidentiality purposes] County nine years ago, and | taught at [name omitté&dgfor
years before transferring to [name omitted]. I've been an assistaaipatiat [name
omitted] for four years now.”
Q4. Tell meabout any pre-service training you under went involving youth gang
indicators and risk factors.
“You know, | don’'t even remember talking gangs or anything related to gangg auyi
college courses. So, | didn’'t have any gang-related training before becateiacher.”
Q5. Reflect upon the staff development exer cises you have participated in after
entering thefield of education. Tell me about any staff development exer cises you
have taken part in which youth gang indicators and risk factorswere focal points of

training.
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“Um, | remember a couple of training sessions from when | worked in Savannaf). Be
an alternative school, the school housed about every type of at-risk student you can
imagine (laughter). | wouldn’t say that gangs were huge problem, but theyawe

concern based on the types of students that we worked with. We had the local sheriff's
department conduct some basic gang identification training mostly so tlcatidecut

off any issues before they became serious. Most of the training dealt vntifiyidg

gang graffiti, drawings, and things like that.

The only other time | can remember even discussing gangs as a pafftaéwédpment
was after | moved to [name omitted]. The teachers had to watch a short PowerPoint
presentation about gangs. | think the purpose was to make us more aware of gdngs, but
wouldn’t really call this training. It was something the superintendent wameetgachers

to see. It really wasn't detailed, and to be honest, | thought it was more iairtgrtgou
know, from an entertainment standpoint (laughter). | wouldn't call it training, even
though I'm sure that was the purpose.”

Q6. Describe your experiences with youth gangs while serving in the capacity asa

teacher or administrator.

“When | was teaching, | don’t think | really had any major issues. énalper seeing

basic signs like graffiti in the bathroom and things like that, but | nevey read any

major issues with gang members in my classes. | remember one dad-fight when |
was teaching in Savannah. Two kids jumped another kid in the bathroom and beat him up
pretty good. None of my students were involved, and | didn’t see the fight, but it was

pretty big news for a couple of days.
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I'd say that the school | am at now probably has more gang issues than anywhere
else I've taught. We have large Hispanic population, and | think gangs tend to be more of
an issue here than at the other schools in the county. The SRO (school resowgasoffic
pretty good when it comes to keeping administrators informed and vice versa. Even
though it's not widely known, at one time, the lead SRO in the county was stationed in
our school primarily to investigate and help deter gang activity. | think this isadime
to help curb gangs in our school. In the past four years, we’ve had a couple ohfghts t
I've had to deal with from an administrative standpoint. We had one issue where three
suspected gang members were caught trespassing on campus tnghgwath one of
our students, but we were able to locate them and isolate them before they thetere
building. We’ve had our basic issues with things like graffiti, flashing [hand]signg
things like that, but as far as huge problems, I think things could be a lot worse.”

Q7. Given the specific circumstances of your school and your personal levels of

training and experience as ateacher or administrator, are you capable of

recognizing and identifying specific aspects of school that may foster youth gang
development? Please elabor ate.

“You know, uh....I guess | can see how school could push some kids towards gangs. |
think | saw this more when | worked in Savannah in a school where virtually ladery
was considered at—risk. You know, | get it...school is stressful for some, some juist don
like it, and some just don't fit in. Personally, | see this more as an excusguassl it

could be true for some.

You can tell that most of our students that are believed to be in gangs tend to be lower

class Hispanic students. Most of them have parents that don’t speak EnglisteNery w
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at all. In some cases, the students don't either. The lack of academic snangss

these students face simply makes school unappealing for them, so, yeah sbguess
part of school could possibly push kids towards gangs.”

Q8. Do you fedl confident in your ability to recognize and identify specific youth

gang dress styleswithin your particular school? Please elabor ate.

“Hmmm. | think so, or at least | think | could recognize them...the basics like baaglann
certain colors, and things like that anyways. (Laughter)... You know, this day and time
we have students dressing just about any way you can imagine, so | think it would be
really hard for anyone to tell exactly what is or isn’t gang-eel&t

Q9. Based upon your personal experiences and training, please describe the extent

of your knowledgerelated to community dynamics and tendenciesfor studentsin

your school to join youth gangs.

“We have such a diverse student body, and you can really see the impacts of the
community among the students. Like | said a minute ago, a lot of our students have
parents that struggle financially, don’t speak English very well, andrapdysi

struggling. With recent economic situations, | think we are seeing thesntitire than
usual. | can see the economic strains among all of the students, regardies&iby,e
gangs, or anything like that. | also know that other factors come into play,such a
neighborhood, friends, and things like that.”

Q10. Tl me about any methods of communication you have per sonally witnessed

gang membersusein your school.

“It's been pretty basic forms like hand signs and graffiti. | don’t know ofadhgrs, or at

least that | can recall at the moment.”
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Q11. Based upon your personal experiences and training as a teacher or
administrator, areyou capable of identifying the influences family dynamics havein
relation to gang activity within your school? Please elabor ate.

“Oh, I'm sure family dynamics play a big role. | think | have mentioneduple
of ways that family influences link to gangs...like financial status, ethnaitg things
like that. As an administrator, | often get to work with parents in ways théditetesadon'’t,
so | think | see a little more detail about family situations compared to tsaghiet of
times, we (the administrators) deal with kids that come from single-payergdh or a lot
of them come from abusive situations. So, yeah, | believe | can identify a hat whiys
that family life could help determine whether or not the kid joins a gang.”
Q12. Please describe the extent of your knowledgerelated to local youth gang
tattoos or other identifiers exhibited by studentswithin your school.

“I know some of the basics like the numbers 13, 18, and 21. | also know some the
basic symbols from working with the school SRO. I've seen several markinds/éke
and six pointed stars, teardrops, three dots in a triangle pattern, and several i®re bas
Your question about tattoos is a good one, because, you know, tattoos are such a fad right
now, | never know if a tattoo is simply a bad reminder from spring break or if ibhaes s
other meaning (laughter). A lot of our students have tattoos, but I'm sure mast are
gang-related. Other than the basic symbols, names, and things like that thougbt, I
sure that | could identify gang tattoos.
Q13. Reflecting upon your experiences and training as a teacher or administrator,
how would you describe your ability to recognize the influences peer groups havein

relation to youth gang tendenciesin your school? Please elabor ate.
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“I think this is probably the biggest thing to consider. | think peer groups have a lot to do
with kids joining gangs. Think about it, when you walk in a room, the first thing you do
is look for the people most like you. It’s like joining a club. You find something that
interests you, you join the group, and then you do what the group wants. I think the peer
factor is probably the most obvious when it comes to gangs.”
Q14. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and observations as a teacher
or administrator, can you distinguish between gang and non-gang graffiti within
your school? Please elabor ate.
“This is kind of like the question about tattoos. I'm pretty confident | could ideraiycb
gang graffiti like numbers and symbols, but the larger pictures or whatel@r't know.
What | usually do is look for certain aspects that | do know, or I'll call in the $R&m
unsure. It's standard procedure for us to call the SRO to document suspected gang
activity like graffiti, so instead of determining if graffiti on campugasg-related, |
usually focus more on determining if it is not gang-related. Anytime | kndvaror
unsure about graffiti being gang-related, | call in the SRO. He is ugualty good
about letting me know if something is gang-related or not.”
Q15. Given your personal experiences, training, and observations as a teacher or
administrator, areyou capable of recognizing specific individual student behaviors,
mannerisms, and so forth that may increase the likelihood of gang affiliation? Please
explain your response.

“l think so. You know, | can see how some kids have personalities that lean more
towards gangs. Some kids just have certain attributes that mesh verytivallgang

mindset. Think about it, some kids are natural born leaders, some are more inclined
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towards violence, and some kids just want to fit in. | don’t think | could look at such
factors and predict whether or not the kid would definitely join a gang, but | do
understand how individual characteristics would play a role.”

Q16. Considering your personal experiences, observations, and training, how would
you describe your capability to identify territorial practices of youth gangsin your
specific school ?

“I think it all comes down to knowing your students. Just about all students hang
out in groups and congregate in certain spots. | don’t think this, well,...uh, this doesn’t
necessarily determine whether or not a kid is in a gang. | understand that gangs are
territorial, and I'm very aware that this could also be true in schools | Isi&igl, it all
comes down to knowing your students, and | am fairly confident that | could daetermi
whether or not gangs are claiming territory in my school.”

Q17. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and observations, what isthe

most influential risk factor(s) that compel studentsin your school to associate with

youth gangs? Please explain why these factor s are so compelling.

“I think the most influential one would have to be the peer group a student hangs out
with. From my experience with gang members, most of them are just tryirnigrtoafind
gangs give them a way to do so. I'd have to say a close second would be the family
influences, because like | said earlier, you know, we have a lot of kids that @ame fr
low income or, uh, broken home situations, and we have a lot of students that struggle
with a language batrrier. So, | think peer groups and families are the twodsdor

students at [name omitted].
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Q18. Based upon your personal experiences, training, and observations, what are

the most common gang indicator (s) studentsin your school and to display? Please

explain why you stated that this/these indicator (s) is/are the most exhibited within

your school.

“I'd say we see more graffiti than anything else. It's pretty wmm in the restrooms,
especially the boys, and every now and then you see some drawings on desktops and the
likes of that. Graffiti is by far the most common indicator we see at [nanteeditii

Q19. Given the opportunity, what specific advice would you give thoseresponsible

for developing pre-service education and training exercisesin relation to youth

gangsin schools?

“Hmmm, that’s a tough question. Well, | think new teachers should have some training or
courses when it comes to dealing with difficult or at-risk students. This istsmmg that

| could have definitely used as a new teacher, or as an administrator for tiieat ima

think it would at least be useful to mention gangs as a part of such a course, but I'm not
sure I'm the one that could give specific advice as to what should be covered.”

Q20. Given the opportunity, what specific advice would you give thoseresponsible

for developing staff development exercisesin relation to youth gangsin schools?

“I think from an administrative standpoint, more training when it comes to what you
called “youth gang indicators” on this list [pointed to definition list provided to
participants] would be very useful. | believe the key to fighting any probleoncist tit

off early before it's too large. If we knew more about the gang indicatkeshle signs,

the graffiti,... just the basics, that would be half the battle. | think this would be very

useful for a lot of the schools in [name omitted] County. We’'re just growing sarfdst
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changing so quickly, we're seeing new problems every day. Unfortunatatys gee one
of those problems.”
Q21. Arethereany other commentsor statements you wish to makeregarding the
study topic, thisstudy in general, or theinterview process? If so, pleasefed freeto
speak as you wish.

“I think gangs are an interesting topic to study. | don’t know anyone who has
done it before around here. I'd like to know what you find out. If you don’t mind, let me

know how your study goes.”
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