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Gang Intervention 
Police and School Collaboration 
By 
WAYNE C. TOROK and 
KENNETH S. TRUMP, M.PA 

O nce a concern only for 
large cities, youth gang 
activity now impacts com

munities of all sizes. Gangs tear at 
the social fabric of America, caus
ing numerous problems for many 
segments of society. 

Unfortunately, even the public 
schools-once traditional safe ha
ven<; of society-are no longer im
mune to gang activity and violence. 
The scope of the youth gang prob
lem requires specialized law en
forcement intervention and pn;;ven
tion strategies on the local level. 

In Cleveland, Ohio, the public 
school system and the Cleveland 
Police Department joined forces to 
combat the gang problem. The 
school board created a Youth Gang 
Unit within the school system, 
which now works closely with the 
police department's Youth/Gang 
Unit. This article discusses the col
laboration of the units and how this 
combined effort reduced the gang 
problems in both the schools and the 
community. 

OVERVIEW 
Many law enforcement admin

istrators do not readily acknowledge 
the existence of gangs in their juris
dictions. In fact, a 1988 study of 
gangs in Ohio identified denial as a 
typical official response of law en
forcement and a major obstacle in 
addressing youth gangs effectiyely.l 

This denial actually sends the wrong 
message to gang members, who 
then believe they can operate with 
impunity.2 This, in turn, promotes 
the victimization of communities by 
gangs.3 

Many factors contribute to the 
official denial of gang activity, 

including the problem of definition, 
the inability to identify the root 
causes, and the lack of resources 
needed to address gang issues ade
quately. However, as gang activity 
grows, media and community pres
sure to respond to the problem also 
grows. 
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Lieutenant Torok heads the Youth/Gang 
Unit of the Cleveland, Ohio, Police 
Department. 

Unfortunately, by the time 
gangs are officially recognized by 
the police, they have often be
come entrenched in the commun
ity. As a result, law enforcement 
agencies respond by creating spe
cialized squads or units designed 
to eliminate the gangs through 
strong enforcement. In the begin
ning, this was the strategy adopt
ed by the Cleveland Police 
Department. 

YOUTH/GANG UNIT 
The Youth/Gang Unit, formed 

in 1990, is divided into two 
squads-a youth squad and a gang 
squad. The youth squad investi
gates most juvenile, nongang-relat
ed crimes. The gang squad inves
tigates most gang-related crimes 
committed by both adult and juve
nile offenders, including misde
meanor crimes, which are not nor
mally investigated by detectives. 
(The theory behind the investiga
tion of misdemeanor crimes is that 
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Mr. Trump is the coordinator of the Youth 
Gang Unit, Division of Safety and Security, 
Cleveland, Ohio, public schools. 

any information-no matter how 
trivial-adds to detectives' knowl
edge concerning gangs.) 

Members of the gang squad 
also conduct other indepth inves
tigations in an effort to identify 
gang members, to enhance intelli
gence-gathering by obtaining de
tailed information on gang territo
ries and methods of operation, and 
to ensure successful prosecution 
of gang members. They supple
ment their investigations with street 
enforcement. 

Initially, street enforcement 
was designed to reduce overt gang 
violence and intimidation. How
ever, officials began targeting spe
cific gangs and gang members 
based on unit investigations and on 
concerns voiced by citizens, public 
officials, and others impacted by 
gang crimes. The combination of 
investigations, street enforcement, 
and intelligence-gathering provided 
a balanced approach to reduce 
gang activity. 

While this approach worked in 
the beginning, officials came to 
realize that these strategies alone 
would not solve the problem. Clear
ly, the problem called for the in
volvement of the public education 
system, where early intervention by 
school officials might dissuade stu
dents from gang involvement. 

SCHOOL YOUTH GANG 
UNIT 

Although the majority of youths 
in school do not participate in gang 
activity, the incidents that do occur 
shift the focus from educational is
sues to safety concerns. Escalating 
gang conflicts deprive students, 
teachers, and administrators ofvalu
able time needed for learning. 
Therefore, school board officials 
created their own Youth Gang Unit 
within the Division of Safety and 
Security, a part of the public school 
system. The school gang unit works 
closely with the police gang squad 
to deter this type of problem within 
public schools. 

The school Youth Gang Unit
the first-line defense against the 
problem-addresses gan~ crimes 
and school rule violations city
wide. The unit, which consists of 
four school security officers and a 
unit coordinator, serves 127 schools 
with over 73,000 students. 

Security officers visit schools 
throughout the day, staying abreast 
of any gang-related problems that 
may occur. During its first year of 
operation, unit personnel investi
gated approximately 400 gang-re
lated school incidents, identified 
over 1,000 gang members, and 
trained over 7,000 staff members, 
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parents, stl.ldents, and Yol.1th service 
providers to recognize gang prob
lems. They tal.1ght specific interven
tion techniql.1es that both parents 
and school staff members can I.1se. 

Officers in the I.1nit prioritize 
investigations, mediate displ.1tes be
tween stl.1dents, and attempt to dis
pel gang-related rl.1mors within 
schools. They also make antigang 
presentations to stl.1dents in class
rooms and at school assemblies. Fi
nally, the secmity officers net
work comml.1nity-wide to develop 
programs designed to redl.1ce gang 
activity and coordinate resomces for 
at-risk and gang-involved YOl.1ths. 

POLICE-SCHOOL 
COLLABORATION 

Prior to the creation of the 
school YOl.1th Gang Unit, the police 
department received an overwhelm
ing nl.1mber of reql.1ests for assist
ance from variol.1s school officials. 
Reql.1ests ranged from those for spe
cial attention to prevent rumored 
gang fights at dismissal to those for 
gang-related training for teachers 
and staff. 

Now, both gang I.1nits-school 
and police-focl.1s on providing 
specific services. Personnel in the 
school gang I.1nit act as first respond
ers to gang-related incidents and 
needs at the variol.1s schools, while 
the police I.1nit addresses gang issl.1es 
in the comml.1nity. When sitl.1ations 
reql.1ire additional personnel, sl.1ch 
as sl.1bstantiated threats of gang ac
tivity near schools or at school dis
missal, the police and schooll.1nits 
combine forces. In addition, as a 
preventive strategy, the I.1nits peri
odically merge to conduct patrols in 

areas of freql.1ent gang activity, 
rOl.1nding up truants and retmning 
them to their schools. These patrols 
also often arrest gang members for 
variol.1s crimes. 

A critical element of the SI.1C
cessful collaboration is the atmo
sphere of mutl.lal sl.1ppurt that has 
existed between the pl.1blic school 
system and the police department 
since the inception of the program. 
For example, the school unit coordi
nator' who monitored gang activity 
within schools prior to the creation 
of the I.1nit, provided an inservice 
session for police detectives at the 
onset of their program. In return, 
gang I.1nit detectives trained secmity 
officers in the school unit when it 
came into existence. These training 
sessions facilitated an exchange of 

" ... youth gang 
activity now 

impacts 
communities of 

a/l sizes. 

" information on gangs that was 
mostly gained through experience 
of unit personnel. 

Another cooperative effort be
tween the two I.1nits incll.1des devel
oping information on rumored gang 
activity and individuals allegedly 
associated with gangs. The police 
I.1nit maintains gang profiles based 
on their criminal investigations, 

while the school I.1nit maintains 
records of contact with gang mem
bers and compl.1terized reports on 
gang-related incidents. By stripping 
gang members of their anonymity, 
crimes are often quickly solved or 
prevented all together. 

Working cooperatively en
hances both I.1nits' capabilities to 
analyze gang intelligence quickly. 
This, in tum, allows the police and 
schools to respond proactively to 
potential trol.1ble areas. In addition, 
it maintains open lines of comml.1n
ication between the I.1nits. This con
tinl.1ing association serves to in
tensify the ml.1tl.1al support and 
assistance that existed prior to the 
creation of the separate units. 

GANG UNIT MANAGEMENT 
Cooperation between police 

and school gang units provides an 
accl.1rate pictme of gang activity in 
both the comml.1nity and the 
schools. However, nl.1merol.1s man
agement issl.1es also arise with this 
type of collaboration. These issl.1es 
may incll.1de establishing specific 
focuses for both I.1nits, selecting per
sonnel, working with the media, and 
cooperating with other agencies and 
community professionals. 

Unit Focus 
The scope and impact of the 

gang problem require that both 
school and police administrators es
tablish a clear focus with precise 
goals and objectives for their re
spective units. Police coordinators 
ml.1st determine whether their gang 
units will perform enforcement, 
investigative, or intelligence func
tions-or a combination of these. 
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On the other hand, school adminis
trators must determine whether 
their gang units will perform strictly 
educational or enforcement roIes
or a combination of both. However, 
unit coordinators should be autho
rized to adjust their operations at 
any time to ever-changing gang 
activity. 

A balanced approach by each 
unit is best, as opposed to a single
focus approach that reduces the 
overall impact of a unit's efforts. 
But, no matter what the approach, 
coordinators of both units should 
recognize that gangs will only be 
eliminated if the entire community 
works to impact the underlying so
cial and economic issues. Law en
forcement and the schools cannot 
solve the problem for society. 

Personnel Selection 
Another critical management 

issue centers around personnel se
lection for gang units. Detectives 
assigned to the Cleveland Police 
Youth/Gang Unit must be veteran 
officers, in good physical condition, 
who have an interest in gangs and 
young people, excellent verbal 
communication skills, investigative 
and organizational skills, and a will
ingness to change shifts when 
necessary. 

Personnel selected for the 
Cleveland Public School Youth 
Gang Unit must have prior experi
ence in a youth service capacity, a 
demonstrated ability in crisis and 
conflict intervention, and special
ized knowledge and/or training in 
the area of youth gangs. Here, 
again, a special interest in the 
welfare of young people is extreme
ly beneficial. 

Media Relations 
Managers of gang units must 

also decide how to handle media 
relations-an issue both school and 
law enforcement administrators 
must address. Unfortunately, gang 
activity makes for good media sto
ries, and the media produce these 
stories with or without the coopera
tion of those most knowledgeable 
on the subject. 

Because the media play such an 
important role in informing and 
educating the public, police and 

" Cooperation 
between police and 
school gang units 

provides an accurate 
picture of gang 

activity in both the 
community and the 

schools. 

" school officials should develop a 
rapport with the media. By educat
ing the media on gang issues and 
by establishing cooperative rela
tionships guided by clearly identi
fied parameters, law enforcement 
and school officials can convey in
formation to the community in a 
positive manner. The primary goals 
of building media relations should 
be to educate the public on the seri
ousness of gangs and to make 
known the impact of joint-agency 
efforts. 

Networking 
It is beneficial for personnel in 

both gang units to network with 
other professionals in the commu
nity. This way, when personnel con
straints do not allow unit involve
ment in specific requests, other 
professionals in the community can 
lend a hand. 

Educators, social service per
sonnel, and youth agency employ
ees can form a network that allows 
for a better exchange of informa
tion, as well as more effective ways 
to deal with gangs. For example, 
appropriate members of the com
munity can conduct prevention ses
sions with at-risk youths or they can 
refer youths with specific problems 
to other agencies. 

Other Considerations 
Other management issues 

emerge when creating police or 
school gang units. These issues 
may include establishing record
keeping and investigative proce
dures and developing a good rapport 
with the community. As unit coordi
nators develop and modify opera
tional procedures, they should en
sure that they adequately document 
these procedures and communicate 
them to their personnel, as well as 
to others who might be affected. 

RESULTS 
1)ata on the collaboration be

tween law enforcement and the 
public schools in Cleveland reveal 
the program's sllccesses. Juvenile 
court filings by the Cleveland Po
lice Youth/Gang Unit decreased 
over 15 percent during 1992, com
pared to 1991. The public schools 
experienced a 39-percent reduction 
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in school gang-related incidents 
during the 1992-93 school year, 
compared to the1991-1992 school 
year. 

CONCLUSION 
Close cooperation between 

schools and law enforcement agen
cies could be the key to a successful 
gang reduction program. Law en
forcement personnel must balance 
the specialized investigation of mis
demeanor and felony gang crimes 
with targeted street enforcement and 
intelligence-gathering. 

At the same time, school per
sonnel must balance disciplinary 
and criminal enforcement with 
strong intervention and prevention 
techniques. A cooperative and col
laborative approach between the 
two entities prevents duplication of 
services and allows police and 
schools to gain maximum impact in 
their particular areas of focus. 

Communities must recognize 
the underlying social and economic 
problems that contribute to gang 
growth and development and re
spond with a comprehensive ap
proach. Through cooperative and 
proactive strategies designed to 
meet the needs of particular commu
nities, America can move forward to 
reduce and prevent youth violence 
and gang activity.'" 
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