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S1. Executive Summary
1.1 Background and Research Aims
Street Aware is the name given to a series of educational talks delivered to all Year 6
primary school children in the City of Nottingham on the topics of knife, gun and gang crime.
This report provides an overview of Nottingham Trent University’s (NTU) evaluation findings
of this early intervention programme.
Briefly, the research set to establish:
(i)

Does Street Aware help young people to resist knife crime, gang related activities
and more generally, anti-social behaviour?

(ii)

Can Street Aware be considered an effective early intervention?

(iii)

How are children's values, attitudes and knowledge about knife crime altered as
a result of this 'educational' intervention?

(iv)

How effective are the three classroom-based sessions in delivering key messages
around gang, gun and knife crime?

1.2 Academic and Policy Contexts
Much has been written about why young people carry weapons and/or become involved in
gang-related activity. There is a growing academic evidence-base (e.g. Squires et al, 2008;
Aynsley-Green, 2011; Palasinski, 2013) indicating that knife crime and gang-related activity
share a number of motivations, risks and needs. Most commonly cited are the twin issues of
status (Palasinski, 2013) and fear of victimisation (Eades et al, 2007). Alongside this, are a
number of individual and societal risk factors that coalesce to push and pull young people
into knife carrying/usage and gang-related criminality. These include: territorialism (i.e.
defending one’s turf); an acceptance of violence and weapons as a legitimate means of
resolving conflicts; social exclusion; the problem of ‘masculinity’; lack of positive male role
models; mental health issues and a lack of skills to deal with conflict (e.g. Squires et al, 2008;
Eades et al, 2007).
After a period of stabilisation, the number of knife crime offences recorded both nationally
and in Nottingham has increased markedly over the past 12 months (ONS, 2016). Given this
upward trend and the multi-faceted risk factors outlined above, it is important that the
impacts of knife and gang crime interventions are properly understood. NTU’s evaluation of
Street Aware sits within Nottingham’s standing as an ‘early intervention’ City (EIF, 2016) and
in the context of “the importance of intervening at the earliest opportunity to prevent
children and young people from getting involved in gangs and youth violence [involving
knives and guns]” (Home Office, 2016:7).

4|Page

1.3 Research Approach
Research was undertaken with students in Year 7 and Year 9 of secondary school. Five
representative schools from Nottingham City were chosen to be involved in the research,
based on a list of schools suggested by the funders. The research instruments included
questionnaires and focus groups. The evaluation also incorporated semi-structured
interviews with the three Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) responsible for
delivering Street Aware, together with a number of classroom observations of the Street
Aware programme being delivered in primary schools.
1.4 Key Findings
Street Aware is a well-structured and engaging intervention, which is delivered with
confidence and skill by PCSOs. Importantly, Street Aware does a good job of raising
awareness of the key issues associate with gang-related activity and knife crime. This is
significant, as we know that awareness-raising enterprises have the potential to prevent
young people being drawn into knife crime and gang-related activity. It appears that Street
Aware helps to reinforce the dangers and risks associated with gang-related activity and
knife carrying. As such, it is reasonable to conclude that introducing Year 6 children to this
material is both appropriate and necessary.
The benefits beyond awareness-raising are less clear. For example, knowledge about knives
and gangs clearly declines over time, and by Year 10, knowledge was extremely patchy for
respondents in this piece of research. Even then, the relationship between knowledge,
attitude and behaviour lacked clarity and policymakers should avoid assuming that good
knowledge necessarily translates into idealised attitudes and behaviour(s). In addition, some
of the content lacked relevance to known risk factors, especially in relation to knife crime.
Moreover, it is not possible to map any identifiable impact on those most at risk being
drawn into gangs and knife crime. In large part, this can be attributed to a lack of flexibility
and alignment between the programme design and the reasons why young people make the
‘decision’ to carry a knife or become involved in gang-related criminality (see 1.2 and
Section 3). This is understandable given the age group at which Street Aware is aimed.
Unfortunately, the clear awareness-raising benefits of Street Aware have the potential to be
lost in the transition between primary and secondary school.
Despite these limitations, it is our view that Street Aware has been an important and
worthwhile intervention and the programme that is in place now provides an excellent
springboard to design a suite of interventions that can address the shortfalls identified
above and throughout this report.
1.5 Recommendations
A number of key recommendations follow from the findings articulated above. These can be
split into short/medium term and long-term strategies:

5|Page

Short/Medium term














Street Aware should continue to be delivered in primary schools, but the content
should be revised to include sessions on sexual exploitation, social media and online
bullying.
There is a strong case to include additional content about the way in which gangs
‘condition’ and ‘groom’ vulnerable young people.
Street Aware should be used as a springboard for developing a comprehensive early
intervention strategy. In particular, the messages from Street Aware need
reinforcing into secondary school (and in FE Colleges), as well as in the community.
The content in sessions at secondary school need to be more innovative in terms of
who delivers the programme (e.g. former knife carriers; victims of knife offences),
who receives it (i.e. avoiding a ‘one size fits all’ approach and ensuring that finite
resources follow risk) and how it gets delivered (e.g. up-skilling secondary school
teachers and FE staff to be able to deliver aspects of the programme).
Participatory Action Research - more space should be given to involving young
people in the programme design.
Authenticity – employ more proactive use of mass media and social media to
complement and reinforce the classroom-based sessions.
Street Aware also needs to be considered in the wider context of police-community
relations and a further exploration of opportunities for more constructive and
progressive police interactions.
Programme design and implementation needs to be considered by a multi-agency
Street Aware working group.
‘Success’ should be measured and demonstrated through a realistic evaluation
framework (see: Pawson and Tilley, 1997); namely, what works, how it works, for
whom and in what circumstances.

Longer-term recommendations
Street Aware has to be seen in the context of social issues that underpin a young person’s
decision to carry and use a knife or to become involved in gangs. Accordingly, more
challenging long-term strategies will also be needed to:


Change the social environment and ‘moral norms’ that young people are exposed to;



Challenge endemic ‘social exclusion’ and marginalisation;
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Promote better mental health for our young people;



Re-configure deeply embedded notions of ‘masculinity’, ‘snitching’ and ‘respect’;



Create synergy between the police and often fragmented, distrustful communities;



Teach/provide young people with the emotional and cognitive tools necessary to
improve behaviour (Gliga, n.d.).
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S2. Introduction
In evaluating the Street Aware programme, this report is split into the following sections.
Firstly, an explanation of the Street Aware programme will be provided. Secondly, the
academic context for the evaluation will be explored. This will provide the necessary
framework for understanding the strengths and limitations of the programme. Thirdly, we
provide an outline of the aims and objectives of the research and how we went about
designing and delivering the research instruments. The penultimate section discusses the
research findings, both in terms of what the practitioners experienced and the
understanding that students attached to Street Aware. Finally, the report will conclude and
provide a number of recommendations about the future of the Street Aware programme in
the City of Nottingham (and beyond).
2.1 The Street Aware Programme
In September 2015, Nottingham Trent University (NTU) was commissioned by Nottingham
City Council’s ‘Vanguard Plus’ team to provide an evaluation of knife, gun and gang crime
educational talks delivered to all Year 6 primary school children in the City of Nottingham.
These talks are known as the Street Aware programme.
The purpose of these classroom-based talks is threefold:
1) to raise awareness about the reasons why young people carry weapons and
become involved in ‘bad’ gangs
2) to help children to recognise relevant risk factors and circumstances where
weapons may be encountered
3) to educate children about the consequences of carrying weapons and being
involved in gang-related crime.
4) to challenge one-dimensional and/or negative perceptions of the Police and
‘policing’ through positive interaction(s) with the Police
Street Aware specifically targets children in the final year of primary school (ages 10 – 11) as
it is perceived that in the transitional stage of primary school, children are especially
susceptible to becoming involved in knife/gun crime and gang related activities. This can
primarily be explained on the basis that children are easily influenced at a time when
identity formation is important to them.
Street Aware consists of three 45 minute sessions delivered over 2-3 weeks per school. The
programme has been rolled out to all 75 primary schools in the City of Nottingham since
2012 and the lessons are delivered by Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs), using
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fictional characters to highlight the dangers of knife, gun and gang crime. The lessons have
historically been integrated into schools’ Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE)
curriculum, although it should be noted that PSHE education is a non-statutory subject, so
where they are positioned in the school curriculum can potentially vary.
The aim of Street Aware is to educate young people about risks, but is also to reduce any
irrational or exaggerated fears children may have and to help them deal with any worries. In
relation to the gang lesson, PCSOs discuss the impact of involvement in gangs and how this
can draw children and young people to become involved in crime and anti-social behaviour.
The three lessons cover an overall set of learning outcomes and after taking part in Street
Aware, it is anticipated that young people will:
-

Be aware of some of the circumstances where weapons may be encountered within
and outside the law.

-

Understand the positives and negatives of group or gang behaviours.

-

Understand why people might carry weapons or be involved in ‘bad’ gangs.

-

Recognise risks and risk situations and know what to do/who to get help from.

-

Recognise if they are being groomed for involvement in gangs or gang activities.

-

Identify skills to consider how to react to situations involving these risks.

-

Understand the law around these issues.

Importantly, the sessions are designed in a way that means individual, personalised issues
are not raised in the classroom environment. However, it is recognised that the content
covered in Street Aware can expose problems for some children. Consequently, in addition
to opportunities to ask generic questions in the classroom, it is made clear to all those
taking part in Street Aware that there are opportunities to raise questions in private that are
related to individual concerns.
As outlined in Figure 1 below, students are encouraged to ‘become Street Aware’ through
discussions of the risks, impacts, motivations underpinning involvement in gangs and knife
crime, and an opportunity to identify how to deal appropriately with these risks.
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Figure 1: Principles of ‘Being Street Aware’

Whilst NTU were approached to evaluate Street Aware against the core aims outlined
above, it should be noted that all students participating in the programme are required to
complete two baseline surveys before and after the three classroom-based sessions. These
surveys measure how worried students are about gangs, knife and gun crime and if they
know what to do if they are worried.
Based on a sample of baseline surveys from twenty-eight Year 6 children, we have the
following information about the year 6 experience
 In relation to gangs, 25% of the class were ‘totally’ worried before the session. This
decreased to 10% after the session. 14% of the class ‘totally’ knew what to do if they
were worried before the session however, after the session 71% of the class ‘totally’
knew what to do.
 Findings from the baseline survey relating to knives show that 53% of the class were
‘a bit worried’ before the session however, after the session only 25% of the class
were ‘a bit worried. None of the class ‘totally’ knew what to do if they were worried
before the session however, after the session 71% of the class ‘totally’ knew what to
do.
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 Findings relating to guns baseline survey show that 10% of the class were ‘totally’
worried before the session however, after the session 0% were ‘totally’ worried and
21% said they were ‘not at all’ worried anymore. 14% of the class ‘totally’ knew what
to do before the session however, after the session 75% of the class ‘totally’ knew
what to do.
Notwithstanding the limitations of this small sample size, these findings appear to
demonstrate that the educational lessons had an identifiable impact on attitudinal and
knowledge change amongst children and young people to knife, gun and gang crime.
However, what is not clear from these surveys is why and how these attitudinal changes
occur, nor whether these changes are maintained as the children move into secondary
school.
It is worth noting that the PCSOs responsible for delivering the learning also patrol in the
areas where lessons have been delivered, in order to develop a rapport and long-term
relationships with children and young people, particularly those considered to be at risk of
becoming involved with gangs and weapons. Further relationship development is
encouraged through targeted activities within the community, such as running local football
clubs. Information on these ‘community-based’ activities are regularly signposted to
children and young people. These activities also provide PCSOs with the opportunity to
gather intelligence on potential gang and anti-social behaviour activities within the area, as
well as providing scope to build more positive relationships with the children that will
hopefully be sustained into secondary school.
2.2 Gun Crime
Before outlining the academic context, a quick word about the scope of the evaluation. The
majority of the report focuses on knives and gangs rather than the third element of the
Street Aware programme: guns.
This is not to say that firearms are never discharged and/or brandished on the streets of
Nottingham. We know that when they are used, the impact of firearms is devastating and
all-too-often fatal. Yet, in terms of the scale of the problem, the data clearly indicates that
guns do not have the daily impact on young people, families and communities, or on
Criminal Justice professionals and the medical profession, that knives do. Because of this,
the research team felt that the focus of the evaluation report findings should be directed
where the problem is currently most acute - the use of knives and the level of street gang
activity in the City of Nottingham.
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S3. Academic Context: Knife Crime, Gang-Related Activity and the Value of
Early Interventions
3.1 Understanding Knife Crime and Gang-related Activity
Knife crime and gang-related activity has attracted significant academic attention in recent
years - particularly amongst criminologists - and much has been written about why young
people carry weapons and/or become involved in gang-related activity1. Although we should
guard against automatically seeing the carrying of knives and ‘gang’ activity as being interlinked, there is a growing academic evidence-base (e.g. Squires et al, 2008; Aynsley-Green,
2011; Palasinski, 2013) indicating a number of shared motivations, risks and needs.
As a contextual piece it is not possible to get into the detail of all these risk factors and we
do of course need to be aware of local differences. The Street Weapons Commission
(Squires et al, 2008), for example, considered five major cities - London, Birmingham,
Manchester, Liverpool, and Glasgow – and found that different places have different
cultures of violence which need to be considered in context. In turn, knife crime and gangrelated activity has to be understood in context with local solutions worked out on the
ground, including a proper understanding of knife-carrying ‘crime scripts’ (e.g. how often
are knives carried, what circumstances leads someone to carry a knife, and what are the
relationships with other knife carriers).
However, despite clear geographical variances, Squires et al (2008) found connections in all
locations between lack of opportunities, social exclusion, marginalisation and the
racialization of inequality and illegal drug-based economies.
Research suggests that there are two chief reasons for knife carrying. The first is a fear of
crime, which may or may not be due to previous victimisation. This fear is coupled with the
belief that knives (and gangs) are sources of protection, and thus carrying a knife may
provide protection against any potential future victimisation (Eades et al, 2007; Lemos,
2004). Some research has suggested that fear plays the, “…most significant role in a young
person’s decision to carry a knife or weapon” (Eades et al, 2007:22).
The data clearly indicates that the idea knives protect against victimisation is misplaced; as
McVie (2010) and others have pointed out, up to a third of knife crime victims are injured by
their own knives.
The second chief motivator for carrying a knife is the belief that carrying a knife is a means
of acquiring status (Palasinski, 2013). Children who experience social exclusion could be

1

In its loosest sense and taking to one side controversies about what constitutes a ‘gang’.
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looking for status by carrying and brandishing a knife. Some research indicates that, “...the
status associated with the possession of a knife has a ripple effect and creates a fashion that
other children and young people might want to follow” (Eades et al, 2007:22). Closely
associated with this is the idea of carrying a knife as a means of gaining respect (and by
implication is seen as a crude response to notions of being ‘disrespected’).
Behind these two core motivations are a number of other factors that need further
consideration. Some or all of these may be present amongst knife crime offenders and
include (but are not restricted to):
1) An acceptance of violence and weapons via social learning
2) Perceived legitimacy of violence as a means to resolve conflicts
3) Territorialism (i.e. defending one’s ‘turf’)
4) Poor parenting skills
5) Mental health issues and personality traits
6) Violent families and friends
7) Misuse of drugs and/or alcohol
8) Lack of positive role models
9) Lack of skills to deal with conflict – including being more likely to interpret other
people’s behaviour as hostile
10) Exclusion from services/schools
11) Lack of employment opportunities (because of lack of skills)
12) Misalignment of perception and reality regarding the likelihood of being a knife and
gang victim
13) The so-called ‘problem of masculinity’ and its relationship to crime (see later
discussion and Messcherschmidt, 1993 and Miedzein, 1991)
The way that messages about knife crime get communicated, through cultural norms, social
learning and community behaviours, is clearly important. Put simply, some young people
assume from observing their peers that violence and weapons are a legitimate way of
resolving conflicts.
Closely linked with this is the problem of masculinity. For teenage boys today, what does it
mean to be a ‘man’? In some communities, the idea of achieving status for some young men
becomes inextricably linked to involvement with gangs, knives and violence. Whilst it is
important to recognise that knives and gangs are not a problem of men only, regrettably, in
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some of our communities violence becomes the default way for some young men to express
their gender, and ultimately their status. Gangs and knives also provide the means for young
people to ‘defend their turf’.
We know the importance of positive role models in deterring young people being caught up
in knife and gang crime. As Donald Miller (2011) suggests, children need more positive male
role models, rather than more critics.
Consideration also needs to be given to the way in which young people transition from a
primary group – most obviously the family – to a secondary group such as school or a local
community peer network (Bassani, 2008, in Deuchar, 2009:xii). In terms of this evaluation of
Street Aware, the transition from primary to secondary school is a critical focus.
As might be expected, problematic use of drugs and alcohol can significantly influence the
decisions that young people make in relation to gang activity and knife violence (see Squires
et al, 2008), especially seen in the context of the cultural norms identified above (e.g.
McVie, 2010; Deuchar, 2009).
At the individual level, we know that increasing numbers of young people are suffering from
poor mental health (see: Mental Health Foundation, 2016). This can impact on the
development of emotional abilities, including low empathy. Evidence suggests that high
levels of empathy can help prevent criminal behaviour (e.g. Wallis, 2014), so their absence is
problematic.
Personal traits of poor self-control and impulsiveness are found at elevated levels in knife
crime offenders, often from an early age (Gliga, n.d.). The lack of skills to deal with conflict,
is more likely to result in seeing other people’s behaviour as hostile (e.g. ‘A Level Student
stabbed to death in bus brawl over ‘dirty look’’; The Evening Standard, 28 December 2007).
These individual factors, make even more sense when seen in the wider context of poverty,
exclusion from mainstream society (especially schooling) and a lack of employment
opportunities (because of lack of skills).
Research indicates that the journey to knife crime and gang-related offending starts at an
early age. Although the scale of the problem is contested (see: Wilson et al, 2006), McVie
(2008) found that 30% of young people had carried a knife, with a further 10% carrying a
weapon of some kind between the age of 12 and 17 (and a peak age of 14). As it stands,
however, the data is less clear with regards to the extent to which knife-carrying translates
into knife-usage. As Eades et al (2007:23) point out:
‘…it is clear that children and young people are directly affected by ‘knife crime’, but
incidents that result in a child or young person actually being injured appear to be
less common’.
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More research is clearly needed to understand the dynamics underpinning the use of knives,
as well as the carrying of knives.
Evidently, the reasons for young people to become involved with knife crime and gangrelated activity are complex. This of course has implications for what we do about it, but
given that these are widely seen to be the main causes, interventions which are the most
effective in addressing knife crime are ones which address these causes.
3.2 Scale of the Problem
After a period of good progress, knife crime2 in the City of Nottingham has gone up by
approximately 25% in the last 12 months. Nationally, the figure has risen by about 10%
(Crime Survey of England and Wales, 2015). Given the well-documented under-reporting of
knife crime (PRCI, 2007), this figure is likely to be a significant under-representation of the
scale of the problem.
According to the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) a knife was used in 6% of all
incidents of violence experienced by adults. Government data suggests there were 3,614
people admitted to English hospitals in 2014/15 due to assault by a sharp object (ONS,
2016). The good news is that this is a downward trend from a 2007 high of 5,720 admissions
(ibid), although as the 2016 ONS report recognises, ‘the absolute number of recorded knife
crime offences is considerably higher than hospital admissions’. In the latest dataset, the
ONS (ibid) found that:
‘The number of offences of possession of an article with a blade or sharp point
recorded by the police increased by 10% between the year ending March 2014 and
the year ending March 2015 (9,050 to 9,951)’
More worrying from the perspective of Street Aware, knife crime is a particular problem
amongst young people, with evidence clearly indicating that children and young people
suffer disproportionate rates of victimisation. The CSEW (2012/13) estimates that a knife,
screwdriver or stabbing instrument was used in 11% of violent incidents involving a weapon
against children and juveniles (aged 10-17) and that children or juveniles were the offenders
in 17% of knife crime cases. Other research has also indicated that in some communities up

2

It is worth pointing out here that the term ‘knife crime’ is contested and to some extent a sensationalised
media generated ‘label’. More typically the Home Office use the term knife-enabled crime, which covers
stabbings, the illegal carrying of knives in a public place and school and the use of other bladed weapons to
cause or threaten harm. These definitional contestations are important when considering the (mis)use of socalled ‘knife crime’ statistics and the sometimes knee-jerk response to criticisms of poor reporting practices.
The Nottingham data should therefore be considered against the notion that ‘knives are used in a variety of
situations, for a range of motivations and affect different kinds of people, making a coherent analysis of
weapon use impossible’ (Home Office Committee, 2009).
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to a third of young people between 12 and 17 regularly carry a knife (see Eades et al, 2007),
although it should be noted that this figure is far lower in official data (ONS, 2016). This is
part reflects the difficulty in measuring the prevalence of knife carrying, especially when the
penalties being caught with sharp-edged weapon can be so severe.

3.3 Education and Early Intervention
Of course, in modern societies it is unrealistic to control the supply of knives; pretty much
anyone who wants to carry a knife can get one. Accordingly a more helpful aim for reducing
knife crime is to consider how to reduce the demand for knives. One approach is to
increase police powers and to impose tough sentences for anyone caught carrying and/or
using a knife. We need to be aware, however, that an increased use of ‘stop and search’, for
example, may lead to distrust between the police and local communities (Foster, 2013).
Getting the balance right is tricky and – as alluded to previously - is likely to be different in
different locations.
The importance of early intervention strategies in building resilience amongst young people
to resist gang and youth violence has long been recognised. As the Home Office (2016:7)
points out, “the importance of intervening at the earliest opportunity to prevent children
and young people from getting involved in gangs and youth violence [involving knives and
guns]” cannot be underestimated. Given this, it is understandable that there has been a
push within Nottingham to intervene at an early age.
Research suggests that ‘…education based interventions hold the most promise for
effectively addressing knife crime and gang related behaviour. Education can support
traditional criminal justice responses’ (Foster, 2013:4). In acknowledging young people’s
fear of victimisation:
“…young people should be reassured that police and other agencies are working
hard to ensure their safety, thus rendering carrying a knife unnecessary. It should
also be emphasised to young people that carrying a knife increases rather than
decreases their risk of victimisation.”(ibid).
Not surprisingly, therefore, early intervention is seen as a critical component to preventing
offending (or at least the escalation of offending). Golding and McClory (2008) point out,
however, that early interventions need to be grounded in a sound understanding of the
theory underpinning knife crime and gang-related activity.
Given the multi-faceted risk factors listed above, it is important that knife and gang crime
interventions are properly evaluated and/or grounded in the appropriate evidence-base
about ‘what works’, particularly the content and delivery of educational packages as early
interventions (see S.3 below for an outline of the research objectives). Equally important for
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our evaluation is that to understand how something works, who it works for and the
circumstances in which it works, we need to understand the ‘root causes’ of the criminal
behaviour.
There may also be some value in viewing an early intervention approach to gun, gang and
knife crime as a public health issue (see Figure 2). Merely extending Criminal Justice powers
will not solve these problems; we need to be raising awareness of the problems and
educating young people about the impact of knife and gang crime.

Figure 2: Gang and Knife Crime Interventions – A Public Health Model

•Awareness
raising

Demystifying knife
& gang crime

Knowledge about
behaviours

•Empowerment

•Education

Strategies for
taking action

This model provides the framework for how we have thought about the position of Street
Aware in the overall strategy for tackling gun, knife and gang crime in the City of
Nottingham and more broadly in the UK.
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S4. Aims and objectives of the research project
This evaluation was commissioned by Nottingham City Council’s ‘Vanguard Plus’ team. They
sought an evaluation of the Street Aware programme to ascertain whether Street Aware is a
useful intervention, what elements seem to be useful, and whether the programme should
continue in its current guise (or indeed continue at all).
To help answer this core aim, the research was guided by the following objectives:
(v)

Can the Street Aware programme promote medium to long term emotional and
practical strategies to help young people to resist knife crime, gang related
activities and more generally, anti-social behaviour?

(vi)

What evidence is there that Street Aware can be considered as an early
intervention that provides a protective factor against the well-established
push/pull factors that lead to a young person carrying a weapon and/or
becoming involved in gang-related activity?

(vii)

How are children's values, attitudes and knowledge about knife crime altered as
a result of this 'educational' intervention?

(viii)

How effective are the three classroom-based sessions in delivering key messages
around gang, gun and knife crime to young people and should the project be
extended beyond primary school?

It is important that these project-specific aims and objectives are seen in the context of any
wider ‘Ending Gang and Youth Violence’ strategies operating at the local and national level.
Therefore to meet these four aims, the Street Aware evaluation was designed to answer the
following questions of the school students:
•

Were Street Aware sessions remembered?

•

Had Street Aware sessions been enjoyable and accessible?

•

Was it possible to recall the law about weapons since the Street Aware sessions?

•

What were the students’ current views about knives, guns and gangs?

•

Had the students experienced knives, guns and gangs either directly or indirectly?

•

Did the students currently feel safe about knives, guns and gangs? Had feelings of
safety changed over time?

•

Had sessions changed the way knives, guns and gangs were viewed, and if so, how?

•

Where/who do the students go to for help?
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S5. Methodology
5.1 Introduction to the Research Strategy
A key test of any educational intervention is the extent to which the programme’s messages
remain with the learner once the educational intervention is finished. A further test is
whether the educational intervention can be put into practice in the recipients’ lives.
In order to explore the first key test, the research team took the decision to speak with
students in both Year 7 and year 9 of secondary school. This would enable us to see if the
messages from Street Aware were retained over time, or if there was any change in
retention in the period between 1 and 3 years after Street Aware.
These age groups also allowed us to examine the second key test and allowed us to consider
the ages at which opportunities arose for the students to make use of their learning.
5.2 Sampling
Five representative schools from Nottingham City were chosen to be involved in the
research, based on a list of schools suggested by the funders. The five schools collectively
represented the five main areas of the city and covered the different school types (local
authority, academy). A Pupil Referral Unit for students suspended from their usual
secondary school was also included. Students in Years 7 and 9 were invited to take part in all
of the schools. The latter age group were chosen on the hypothesis that they would have
had more exposure to peer influences in a secondary school environment and to test how
long the sessions were remembered/had an impact.
Adopting a convenience sampling approach (Lavrakas, 2008), each school was contacted
directly by the researchers. Five of the schools accepted offers for the researchers to deliver
assemblies and take questions from the students about the evaluation. Three of the schools
initially approached were able to distribute questionnaires to students and to return them
to the research team. Of the six schools initially approached, one school was able to arrange
for students to take part in researcher-facilitated focus groups. Unfortunately, it was not
possible to undertake individual interviews in any of the selected schools (see also S.4.6).
Although recruitment was challenging for a variety of reasons, it would not have been
possible at all without the assistance of Nottingham’s Inclusion Strategy Co-ordinator,
secondary school teachers, members of the Nottingham City Council Vanguard Plus team
and PCSOs. However, these challenges in recruitment should be kept in mind for future
evaluations of Street Aware and similar approaches.
5.3 Methods and Data Collection Processes
To best achieve the core aims and objectives outlined above, the following methods were
considered to be most appropriate and feasible.
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Questionnaires: Questionnaires were designed by the research team specifically to
determine students’ knowledge acquisition and attitudinal change towards involvement in
gangs, guns and knife crime. Questions adapted from the baseline surveys were included to
allow for longitudinal comparisons.
Focus groups: Focus groups of approximately 6 – 8 young people per group were used to
discuss the factors which influence personal opinions and experiences (if any) in regards to
gang-related activity and knife crime and also to discuss the effectiveness of the Street
Aware sessions in helping children and young people to develop a resilience to participating
in such activities.
As alluded to above, the intention was to carry out in-depth interviews with a small number
of students who had either indicated an attitudinal/knowledge change or had been
identified by their school as being ‘at risk’ to gang-related activity and knife crime. The
intention here was to follow up in greater depth the main themes emerging from the focus
groups, but for a number of reasons it was not possible to negotiate access for one-to-one
interviews.
In addition to the school-based elements of the research, all three Police Community
Support Officers (PCSOs) delivering the Street Aware talks were individually interviewed in
detail as part of the project. We believed it was crucial for the evaluation to understand
their perspective on the efficacy and delivery of Street Aware. Finally, two of the
researchers observed a total of five Street Aware sessions being delivered by the PCSOs to
primary school children, to aid our understanding of the perceptions of young people and
PCSOs.
In terms of sequencing and delivery, we completed the PCSO interviews and observations
first, which aided our approach to the work with school students. For the students, the
questionnaires were completed first, and following these the focus groups were arranged
and completed with specific year groups.
5.4 Data analysis
PCSO Interviews
All PCSO interviews were recorded on to a dictaphone and recordings were transcribed
verbatim. Inductive coding methods and thematic analysis of interviews and transcripts
(Boyatzis, 1998) helped identify key themes for all stakeholders in the development of
Street Aware. In thematic analysis the task of the researcher is to identify a number of
themes which adequately reflect the responses elicited in the interviews. In our evaluation,
this was a useful way of organising the data as it allowed themes relating to each of the
research objectives to be identified and for a coding framework to be developed.
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Questionnaires
Data from the students’ questionnaires was inputted into a Statistical Package for Social
Scientists (SPSS) database from which relevant analyses could be conducted.
Focus groups
The intention was to use a voice recorder for the school-based focus groups. Several
students did not give consent to be audio-recorded, and hence manual notes were taken
instead.
5.5 Ethical Considerations
The project was approved by Nottingham Trent University’s research ethics committee, as
were all the printed materials (information, consent, questionnaire, focus group/interview
question schedule). Participant information packs developed by the researchers explained in
clear, jargon-free language, the purpose, aims, objectives of the research, the nature of
participant involvement and details of anonymity and confidentiality. Information sheets
were provided for parents and carers, with an opt-out sheet should they not wish their
student to take part. Information sheets were also provided for students, with opt-in
consent sheets.
Assemblies were held at the schools wherever possible, providing a short presentation
about the research to the targeted year groups, and an opportunity for the teachers and
students to ask questions.
Confidentiality was explained at all assemblies and on all information and consent sheets. It
was made clear that in the event of any comments giving the researchers serious cause for
concern, the school - and possibly the police - would be notified. All the questionnaires were
labelled with a unique identifier number to provide in the case of passing on serious
concerns.
Where necessary, the questionnaires were also translated into Arabic, Czech, Polish,
Romanian and Urdu. This was to allow for accessibility and inclusion of minority group
students who might otherwise struggle to complete a written questionnaire in English.
Steps were taken to ensure that all personal data, stored either manually or electronically,
was kept securely and only accessed by authorised persons. The team worked within the
confines of current law over such matters as copyright, confidentiality and data protection.
Of the three schools whose students completed the questionnaire, responses that indicated
cause for concern were all passed on to teaching management at the point of data entry.
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All participants involved in the interviews and focus groups received a verbal briefing prior
to data collection commencing including details about the project, the nature of their
involvement and details about consent and anonymity. Participants were given the
opportunity to ask questions prior to the interviews and focus groups and advised they
could withdraw from the research at any time or refuse to answer questions that would
have caused them discomfort. All participants signed a consent form prior to data collection
activities commencing.
5.6 Methodological Reflections
As is often the case with social research, the research team faced some issues with
accessing all the classes that we wanted, and there was a mismatch between the original
plans and what we did in practice. In particular, not all schools were able to participate in
the research and due to access problems, the focus group element of the research slipped
into the following academic year. This meant that the qualitative elements of the research
in secondary school were undertaken with students once they were in year 8 and year 10
respectively.
Despite these challenges 368 students completed and returned the Street Aware
questionnaire, and gender and ethnicity were broadly representative of the general
population in Nottingham City.
5.7 Methodological conclusions
Whilst the methods underpinning this research are not without limitations, this section has
outlined the research team’s commitment to methodological transparency and an
alignment between research design and the core research questions. As O’Connell,
Davidson and Layder (1994: 223) point out, “…there are better and worse ways of doing
research, and if it is undertaken critically, reflectively and competently, a more accurate
picture of social reality will be produced.” The research team believe that the methodology
outlined here was appropriate to ensure that the findings are well aligned with the research
aims and objectives.
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S6. Key Findings
This section addresses the key findings derived from an analysis of questionnaire data, focus
groups and interviews conducted with the participants outlined in Section 5. Specifically this
section will discuss findings in the context of the overarching research aims and main
themes emerging from the academic literature.
6.1 Profile of Students Completing Questionnaire
In the three schools that took part in the questionnaire element of the research, 368
students returned questionnaires, of which 77% were complete. The 23% incomplete
questionnaires had one or more page with no information. All of the following statistics are
from students who responded (no response is excluded).
Of completed questionnaires, 75% of respondents were in year seven, and 25% in year nine.
Gender was given as 56% male, 43% female and 1% trans. Almost all of the questionnaires
returned were in English (99.2%), with 2 translated into Romanian and 1 into Polish. All but
one were answered in English.
The ethnicity of the students was recorded (Figure 3), with basic categories from a study at
Kings London (Carroll, 2016)i. These were adapted at the request of the funders to include
further categories so that a distinction could be made between BME groups born in the UK
and those from abroad, as shown in the graph on the right. When compared to the census
results of Nottingham City, the ethnicity of the school students largely reflects that of the
local population (Runnymede Trust, 2014).

Figure 3: Ethnicity (%)
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6.2 PCSO Perceptions of Street Aware
From a PCSO perspective, the experience of taking the Street Aware programme was
broadly a positive one. From a researcher’s perspective, the observations carried out by the
research team would back-up these positive reflections; sessions were well-structured,
delivered with confidence and skill, engaging for the majority of the students and
importantly designed to tackle the twin issues of fear and ignorance.
Generally, PCSOs were confident that children could retain the information from Street
Aware, albeit selectively:
“Year 6 brains are like sponges; they will retain the info if needed in five years’ time,
retain some of it, not all of it, but they will remember us.” (PCSO Respondent)
That said, because Street Aware is delivered as a ‘one size fits all’ programme, there can be
problems when a class – or specific students in a class – are not engaging and/or displaying
disruptive attitudes and behaviour. In short, there lacked the opportunity to deliver a more
tailored intervention where appropriate.
This was something that the PCSOs themselves recognised, with one respondent
commenting:
“Some classes are very knowledgeable, pre-empting where I’m going, clever and
aware. Other classes more street-wise and come up with real life scenarios. Some
classes probably don’t need the sessions, others need lot more intensive sessions.”
(PCSO Respondent)
Moving forwards, it would seem that there would be some value in a more targeted
approach, but this would need to be balanced against practical and financial constraints.
Whilst there was an optimism about the students’ ability to retain the information from
Street Aware, it was also acknowledged that the cultural norms and communities that some
children are exposed to have the potential to undermine the message. In particular, there
were concerns that a culture of not talking with the police or other authority figures might
result in levels of under-reporting. Criminal cultural norms in local communities and being
around young people who carry knives were both seen as threats to students being able to
put their Street Aware knowledge into practice:
Researcher: “What messages do you think could conflict with the SA programme
for kids? – where might these come from and why?”
PCSO: “Peer pressure of shall I tell or shan’t I tell.”
Researcher: “What remains the biggest threat to kids about knives?”
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PCSO: “Other people having knives, their friends, peers, peer pressure, not snitching,
not grassing, anonymous reporting, but you can save someone’s knife, the police
can get that knife and make it safe.”
Because of a perceived mistrust of the police, there was a sense that the role of a PCSO
acting as a Street Aware educator can and should be more varied. In short, the PCSOs felt
that they have been able to move beyond the traditional policing role for Street Aware to
work effectively. There was also a sense that this was part of a wider picture of community
engagement. As one respondent put it:
“We wear so many different hats – police, social worker, first aider, youth worker,
play worker, school trainer. You have to have all of them (each element) for it to
work productively. Another person can be trained, but they might not be right for
the PCSO role; they are too much focused on the policing side.”
Despite a confidence that what they were doing was having a positive impact, the PCSOs
recognised that the problem of knife crime had deteriorated in recent times:
“‘Guns’ are going down fantastically over last 14 years, it’s just the knife crime, I
don’t quite know where we’re going wrong with the knife crime.”
Evidently, the PCSOs were not entirely clear why there had been a spike in knife-related
incidents, but in defence of Street Aware, the PCSOs suggested that the young people
involved in the current incidents had not received the Street Aware sessions.
“Success would be that [knife] crime figures would go down and that young people
wouldn’t be involved…I’d like to think that under [the age of] 14, they’re not getting
involved, but 14 plus, that is before our time!”
We recognise that some crucial wider societal issues (social exclusion, low empathy, the
importance of positive role models and the like) are beyond the remit of the police, and will
always challenge the positive elements of Street Aware.
In terms of the future delivery of Street Aware, there were a number of suggestions made
by the PCSOs. There was a consensus that the content needed revisiting. In particular, there
was a sense that the guns and gangs elements did not reflect the specific challenges that
young people faced in Nottingham. Accordingly, all three PCSOs expressed a view that these
sessions should be replaced by revised knife crime sessions. In addition, they felt that Street
Aware should now complement this work with talks on online bullying and sexual
exploitation.
“In my opinion, the gun and gang talk is not so necessary, however we should use
the character based material to look at sexual exploitation, cyberbullying and
continue with the knife crime [sessions]”.
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There was also a consensus that primary school sessions should be followed up in secondary
school, with scope for a hard-hitting approach, with one respondent commenting that:
“We could go back to year 8s or 9s later because they had the talk and would
hopefully remember us”.
PCSOs also expressed a frustration that Street Aware was not being rolled out more widely,
particularly in the basis that it was deemed to be a positive and well-received intervention.
“We’ve had something good and its just a shame they couldn’t push it round the
country really. It’s not just needed specifically here but there are other places, such
as Derby, that would benefit”
6.3 Findings with Secondary School Students
A key question is to what extent were the views of the PCSOs as articulated above, mirrored
in the views of the young people involved in a focus group and/or completing a
questionnaire?
A) Were Street Aware sessions remembered?
Most of the students we spoke with remembered the PCSO talks, although it should be
noted that 30% did not recall Street Aware at all3. Interestingly, the knife talk was the least
remembered; 10% less than the gang talk (see Figure 4). Three-fifths of students thought
the sessions were suitable for Year 6 aged children, with the majority of students reported
having enjoyed the sessions and having found the sessions interesting.

Figure 4: Which sessions were remembered
(%)?
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The majority of these students would have attended the sessions based on the selection criteria. That said,
there may have been circumstances where a small minority of this 30% were absent due to illness or other
circumstances.
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Perhaps understandably, much of the specific content of Street Aware could not be recalled
by any of the students in the focus groups. Differences between how we retain and process
information (Lambert and McCombs, 1995), would suggest that we should not be surprised
by these findings, especially considering that these are effectively ‘one-off’, ‘one size fits all’
interventions.
That said, some aspects were widely cited including: the uniforms worn by the PCSOs, the
Street Aware ‘booklets’ and the use of characters to ‘get the message across’. Some
commented that the use of characters was, ‘a good way to get you to think about gangs and
knives’. Conversely, some students felt the stories used in Street Aware lacked authenticity
and they would have liked opportunities to be more involved in this area.
B) Was it possible to recall the law about weapons since the Street Aware sessions?
Figure 5 below relates to six core knowledge questions covered in Street Aware. In order:
Question 1: It is against the law to have any article which has a blade or that is
sharply pointed in a public place
Question 2: Your school will not allow any type of knives to be carried
Question 3: A person could carry a knife if they need the knife for a job
Question 4: A person could carry a knife if it is part of their religious dress
Question 5: A person could carry a knife if it is part of their fancy dress costume
Question 6: Shops are allowed to sell knives to young people under 18
Figure 5: Knowledge Comprehensions/Retention amongst Students
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As can be seen, the vast majority of students – approximately 9 in 10 – knew that schools
would not allow any type of knife to be carried and that shops are not allowed to sell knives
to young people under 18. This is of course good news.
However, over a third did not realise that there were circumstances whereby someone
could carry a knife for their job. Over a quarter of students did not know that it is against the
law to have any article with a blade in a public place. More work clearly needs to be done in
these areas; if a quarter do not know the law on knives, then ramping up police powers and
sentencing - as has recently been suggested (BBC, 2016) - is unlikely to have the desired
impact. Perhaps unsurprisingly, knowledge declines over time; when comparing years 7 and
9 students, it was found that knowledge of the law on weapons dropped on average by
about 50%. This certainly challenges the idea expressed by one PCSO that, ‘year 6 brains are
like sponges; they will retain the info if needed in five years’ time’. It appears that a
refresher programme for secondary school students could have clear benefits.
C) What were the students’ current views about knives and gangs & how had Street Aware
affected their views?
In determining the views of students about knives and gangs, it was necessary to initially
explore how the students conceptualised gangs, which is a broad and often contested term.
Typically, the students completing the questionnaires defined gangs as a group of people
with unlawful, bad or evil intentions. The students were very clear about this, with some
even describing gangs in terms of their physical appearance (i.e. wearing hoods). In the
focus groups, the students made distinctions between friends and gangs, with most
students being able to identify the difference.
Students frequently referred to popular culture references, such as gang-related TV dramas
(which were often not age appropriate), as a common source of information about gangs
and gang membership. Despite accessing these types of media, students felt that the media
and much of popular culture was in some way unhelpful, in that it could influence beliefs
about gangs that could ultimately encourage people to be involved in gangs. Resonating
with David Cameron’s assertion of a link between certain genres of music and knife crime –
‘I say to Radio 1, do you realise that some of the stuff you play on Saturday night
encourages people to carry guns and knives?' (Spencer and Neate, 2006) – a number of
focus group respondents singled out how ‘hip-hop’ videos make, “…you think differently”
(year 9 student). Other male students involved in the focus groups were clearly aware of the
relationship between masculinity and power (although they didn’t explicitly use these
terms).
This of course raises some important questions about the nature of ‘grooming’; gang
members seeking to recruit may not readily conform to ‘hoody wearing’, ‘hip-hop loving’
‘overtly evil’ stereotypes articulated above and from a policy perspective, these nuances
need to be incorporated within early intervention packages (see also Section 7).
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Definitional contestations aside, in terms of the quantitative data, more respondents (32%)
were unconcerned about knives, guns and gangs than were concerned (26%).
In terms of impact, Figure 6 illustrates that about a third of those responding stated that
the talks had changed their perceptions of guns, gangs and knives, principally in terms of a
better appreciation of the dangers associated with carrying a weapon or being involved in
gang-related activity.

Figure 6: Did the talks change how you
think about knives, gangs, guns (yes %)?

about knives
34%

about gangs
35%

about guns
33%

There was a strong sense that Street Aware had not only helped in their understanding
about what to do if encountering knives and gang-related behaviour, but also that Street
Aware had – to some extent - helped these young people shape how they understood
knives and gangs. For example, one student commented that ‘gangs want respect’, although
46% of respondents did not think that being in a gang got individuals the respect that the
literature suggests gang members so often crave (see Figure 7). This very much chimes with
the academic research about the role of status and respect (Palasinski, 2013) and is a core
component, albeit implicitly, in the Street Aware programme. Figure 7 also indicates a
number of other interesting findings with regards to the process of normalisation of certain
behaviours. 70% of students stating that carrying a knife was not normal and 56% of
students said that violence does not solve problems. This indicates that the majority of
students did not see these sort of behaviours as acceptable; however, these percentages
also indicate that some of the students were unsure or did see these behaviours as typical.
Despite these broadly positive findings, attitudes about gangs and knives are also formed
beyond Street Aware, and students’ experiences in communities and in secondary school
had also clearly shaped how these young people understood gangs and knives. Interestingly,
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one student commented that the, “…benefits of a gang are that is provides protection.
Gangs, can be family where you live.”

Figure 7: Gangs, guns and violence statements: 'no' responses
(%)
gangs are a problem where I live
violence can solve problems
carrying a knife is normal
being in a gang gets you respect
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As previously discussed, fear of victimisation is a key motivation for carrying knives. Street
Aware aims to address this head-on by pointing out that the risks of carrying a knife far
outweigh the risks of not carrying one.
Regrettably, this core message is not being uniformly carried through to secondary school.
As the quotes below suggest, there was a sense amongst some of the students that, rather
than being dangerous, carrying a knife was a good way of protecting yourself. Location also
appeared to play an important role in influencing knife-carrying behaviour.
“People carry knives to have protection from others who want to harm them.”
“Knives work because others will be fearful when they know you have a knife.”
“It’s normal to carry a knife because you grow up with others carrying knives. Where
you live is important.”
D) Had the students experienced knives, guns and gangs either directly or indirectly?
The good news is that the vast majority of students – approximately 9 in 10 – had not
belonged to a criminal gang, seen a gun or carried a knife. That said, most of those taking
part in the focus groups stated that they probably would not have ever got involved with

Figure 8: Percentage of respondents with friends who have…
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carried a knife

carried a gun

been involved in a
criminal gang

knives or gangs even if Street Aware did not exist, so it would be disingenuous to necessarily
put this down to a ‘programme effect’.

Figure 8 (above) demonstrates that respondents were more likely to state that they knew of
friends who had carried a knife (15%) than had carried one themselves. The data also
suggests that personal or related experience with knives is slightly higher than for guns or
gangs. This is significant when considering the research evidence about the role of
friendship groups. For example, Dijkestra et al’s (2010:3) research found that the,
“...weapon carrying of best friends as well as aggression contributed to the proliferation of
weapons in friendship networks, suggesting processes of peer contagion”.
Generally, gangs – in terms of formal ‘named’ gangs – and guns were perceived to be not
relevant for this group of young people. There was, however, a degree of concern about
knives, with the majority of students stating that they knew of at least one knife incident in
or around school. Again, this correlates with the research evidence (e.g. McVie, 2010).
E) Where do the students go to for help, who do they go to, and to what extent are
students’ planned responses in line with the Street Aware programme?
There was a broad consensus amongst students that Street Aware had been effective in
raising awareness about what young people should and can do in circumstances where
weapons or gang-activity are encountered and who to contact if, “…you had any concerns
about yourself or others in relation to gangs and knives.” That these skills are seemingly
embedded up to 4 years on can only be a positive thing.
By way of illustration, 61% of students said they would tell an adult if they knew someone
had a knife and 75% said they would tell an adult if they knew someone had a gun. A much
lower percentage (40%) said they would tell an adult if they knew that someone was in a
gang. This may in part reflect a fear of ‘snitching’, or it could indicate, a lack of clarity about
the scope and/or nature of gang membership.
Asked who they would tell, most students commented parents, teachers, friends, cadets or
Childline. Whilst this was encouraging, there was some reticence to involve the police. As
one year 9 commented: “I would tell my mom, […], but not the police.”
However, the relationship between knowledge, attitude and behaviour is not
straightforward. This was most obvious with regards to the difference between knowing
who to contact and a willingness to make contact. As the PCSOs had already pointed out,
there was a real concern amongst these young people about being seen as a snitch,
especially for the boys in the sample. This was not seen as the right thing to do – nor the
‘manly’ thing to do – and it was generally regarded as a risky strategy. This clearly has
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implications for under-reporting, and moving forwards is an area that requires further
thought.
There was also a mismatch between recognising a situation and responding to it in line with
the content of the Street Aware programme. A number of the boys in the year 10 focus
group recognised that in a street robbery scenario, the police’s advice is that they should
hand over their mobile phone if approached to do so. The boys, however, said that they
were unlikely to do this on the basis that these phones had their life on them, were
expensive to replace and that, as one student stated, –“…they needed to front up
disrespect.” This, despite the well-documented – and numerous - examples of individuals
being stabbed for resisting street robberies (e.g. Bainbridge, 2015). For whatever reason,
this Street Aware message is not always being translated into positive action; more work is
evidently required to ensure that this message is acted upon in the appropriate way. There
is certainly a suggestion here that notions of respect (Deuchar, 2009) can become
embedded culturally, but this would require more than three 45 minute educational
sessions in primary school to unpick.
As alluded to previously, perhaps equally challenging are the widespread negative
perceptions of the police from this cohort. Specifically, there was general sense amongst the
focus groups that the police were ‘against us and not with us’ (Year 10 student). 12% of
questionnaire respondents explicitly stated that the police were not (really) there to help.
Although the British police were universally seen to be “…not as bad as in the US” (year 10
student) and PCSOs perceived to be ‘better’ than mainstream police officers – “the PCSOs
are sound” (year 10 student) - there was still a strong resistance to involving the police with
matters relating to knives and gangs. A number of black and mixed race students in the
focus groups explicitly stated that they regarded the police as racist.
Compounding this, parental suspicion of the police, which is often cited as being the product
of previously negative experiences and media reporting, was seen to be another factor in
the development of these negative perceptions. Arguably, the aim of reducing the number
of people carrying and using knives and being involved with gang-related activity will never
be achieved whilst this cycle of mistrust exists. Tackling this evidently requires a longer-term
strategy (see S.7).
The good news is that irrespective of where respondents lived, the students involved in this
research universally felt that you could avoid trouble if you wanted to (although only 46%
said that gangs were not a problem where they live; see figure 7). Digging a bit deeper,
however, it turns out that rather depressingly this avoidance is felt by students to come at a
price of changing their own behaviour and avoiding going out in their neighbourhood at
night (and sometimes in the day). Given the issues of having a lack of confidence in the
police, and not wishing to cause repercussions if viewed as a snitch, it can be understood
that staying indoors might be a sensible option. As a crime-avoidance strategy, this may be
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effective but from a quality of life perspective, this is also massively problematic and
requires a more nuanced policy strategy.
Providing students with greater confidence in the police, and equipping them with skills to
manage their personal safety if they became regarded as a snitch could therefore help
increase their options in coping with trouble, should it arise. Furthermore, students at
secondary school risk their health and wellbeing if they do not feel safe to go outside.
This may go some way to explaining why about two thirds of respondents thought the police
should deliver these sessions in secondary school. Students commented that value of
delivering the sessions after transitioning to secondary school included:


Reminding them of the legal framework, including sentencing implications (“There
may be some things that we've forgotten and therefore want to go over again” (year
7 student)).



Allowing those who had missed the talks in primary school to be made aware of the
issues



A perception that the risks of being involved in knife crime and gang-related activity
increased as they got older (“because you get more gangs in secondary school than
in primary school” (year 9 student)).
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S7. Conclusions and Recommendations
7.1 Conclusions
This report presents both the context for and findings from the Street Aware evaluation.
The following conclusions and recommendations are presented to inform the future
development of the Street Aware programme.
It was evident from speaking with both PCSOs and students that Street Aware does a good
job of raising general awareness of knife crime and gang-related behaviour. The research
would suggest that some of the content stays with students into Year 10 of secondary
school; other learning outcomes are retained for far shorter periods and do not transition
well into secondary school. Understanding why this happens is a complicated question that
would require a more in-depth analysis of a Street Aware course, but this may be a future
evaluation worth undertaking.
By itself knowledge depreciation is not a problem and, as was suggested from the brief
exploration of the public health model earlier, raising awareness is a good first stage to
being the process of influencing attitudes. Awareness-raising ultimately has the potential to
prevent young people being drawn into knife crime and gang-related activity. As such, it is
reasonable to conclude that introducing Year 6 children to this material is both appropriate
and necessary.
However, this research strongly suggests that Street Aware is unlikely to have any significant
impact on levels of knife crime and gang-related activity by itself. Knowledge, which we
have seen is patchy by Year 10, does not always translate into positive behaviour,
particularly when considering the often tricky transition from primary to secondary school
and the range of conflicting information students get exposed to between years 6 and 10.
7.2 Recommendations
Given the broadly positive nature of our findings, we recommend that this evaluation of
Street Aware is used as a springboard for developing a wider early intervention strategy. In
our opinion, a broad-based approach to education should be at the heart of this strategy.
This research would suggest that the messages from Street Aware need reinforcing into
secondary school (and in FE Colleges), as well as in the community.
As Foster (2013:10; see also Kodjo et al: 2003; England and Jackson: 2013; Judit et al: 2009)
points out:
‘This approach recognises the different experiences of and involvement with
education that young people have and helps engage young people who may be more
at risk of carrying a knife already, in light of their poor attachment to school. […]
Ensuring the programme is engaging is particularly important where young people
have not responded positively to formal education in schools.’
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If we accept that the transition to secondary school is potentially problematic for students,
and that between the ages of 10 and 14 children face many transitional challenges, then it is
reasonable to assume that another Street Aware programme at secondary school (or in the
FE sector) would be beneficial. Because the children would be older, the content can and
should be more hard hitting. Decision-makers should also consider involving former knife
carriers; victims of knife offences; youth workers; medical professionals (e.g.
StreetDoctors.org). There is even some potential to involve Restorative Justice interventions
as a mechanism to promote different ways of thinking about knives and gangs.
Whatever is done, there needs to be a sense of making it ‘feel real’; certainly more space
should be given to involving young people in the programme design. Authenticity also
necessitates incorporating the tools that young people are familiar with. Most notably, mass
media and social media can be used positively to raise awareness of the issue, and to
supplement educational interventions.
As the PCSOs point out, we also need to consider revising the content, so that we consider
how sexual exploitation, social media and online bullying coalesce and impact on young
people. There is a strong case to include additional content about the way in which gangs
‘condition’ and ‘groom’ vulnerable young people.
In a world of finite resources, some consideration should also be given to who receives the
programme; and just as importantly who delivers it. The research team would advocate
further exploration of the possibility of training secondary school teachers and FE staff to
facilitate an additional Street Aware programme. In this model, the primary school Street
Aware programme would introduce and raise awareness of the issues; the follow-up Street
Aware intervention provides more scope to tailor to the needs of the school and to provide
flexibility in content and delivery. Accordingly, opportunities should be sought to tailor the
programme depending on where it is being delivered.
Street Aware also needs to be considered in the wider context of police-community
relations. It is evident that PCSOs have had some success in facilitating positive community
relations, but as one of the PCSOs acknowledged ‘in my opinion I don’t think we [the police]
are always good at developing those day-to-day community relations’ and there is a
suggestion that this model has been sporadically implemented at a wider operational level.
The reflections from the PCSOs about the potential benefits of evaluating the content of
their overall roles are worth considering. Further research is required to ensure that
opportunities are not missed for more constructive and progressive police interactions.
In considering the commitment to early intervention in Nottingham, it is not obvious how
Street Aware fits into the wider preventative agenda, other than as a potential useful
‘stand-alone’ package. What is lacking is a transparency of approach; as it stands, it is
unclear how this particular educational intervention aligns with a holistic, joined-up early
intervention strategy across a diverse range of stakeholder organisations. Without this
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strategic vision, Street Aware is likely to remain a well-designed, well-delivered and
interesting package, but one which does not achieve as much of a deep, long-term impact as
we would desire. Achieving these desired long term impacts will only be possible if there is
the strategic commitment that Street Aware requires.
Success, we believe, can only be delivered by the implementation of a multi-agency early
intervention and Street Aware working group. It is essential that this preventative working
group makes decisions on the basis of realistic evaluation; namely, what works, how it
works, for whom and in what circumstances. More widely, the conversation that takes place
with regards to gangs and knives has to be seen in the context of the role that schools play
in helping young people to make better decisions. We know that decisions are based on the
beliefs, values and previous experiences of individuals, so challenging these preconceptions
is critical to ensuring that knowledge feeds into attitudinal and ultimately behavioural
change.
7.3 Challenges
Of course it is unrealistic to assume that Street Aware can, by itself, tackle the social issues
that underpin a young person’s decision to carry and use a knife or to become involved in
gangs. Poor mental health, social exclusion and a lack of ‘hope’ in some of our communities
are longer term issues requiring joined-up working from a number of agencies. This takes
time and requires a commitment to long-termism that is not always possible in
organisations with competing demands, finances and priorities.
Evidently, more challenging long-term strategies will also be needed to:







Change the social environment and ‘moral norms’ that young people are exposed to;
Challenge endemic ‘social exclusion’ and marginalisation;
Promote better mental health for our young people;
Re-configure deeply embedded notions of ‘masculinity’, ‘snitching’ and ‘respect
Create synergy between police and fragmented, distrustful communities;
Teach/provide young people with the emotional and cognitive tools necessary to
improve behaviour (Gliga, n.d.).

More research is inevitably required to enable us to understand the Nottingham knife crime
culture and entry dynamics (including relationship mapping). Future discourse may need to
focus on the link between knife crime and ‘low controllability and unpredictability’, together
with (life-history) research with current and ex-offenders. This is all part of the policy and
theoretical domain within which Street Aware is located.
Whatever the future looks like, it is clear that there is no quick fix to the problems of knife,
gun and gang crime. What often gets missed in the drive for a more punitive approach, is a
recognition that vulnerable children are just as likely to be victims as perpetrators of knife
crime. Even if desirable, changing cultural norms in some of our most challenging
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communities cannot be achieved overnight. Having trust in the police and other authorities
is critical to ensuring a more constructive debate ensues about how we use education
generally and Street Aware specifically as a lever to get better outcomes in relation to knife
crime and gang-related behaviour.

If you wish to talk to anyone about the issues raised in this report please contact CrimeStoppers on
the number below:
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