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Youth and Gang Violence
Every year over 600,000, teenagers are treated in emergency rooms for assault-related injuries and 20–40% of school age children are bullied on school property. Perpetration statistics indicate that between 30–40% of boys and 16–30% of girls have committed a violent offense by the time they are 17 years old, 30% report having been in a physical fight within the last year and between 700,000 and 1,000,000 youth have been identified as gang members (Deuchar, 2014). Data suggest that Urban minority youth living in distressed communities are at significantly greater risk for violent victimization (e.g., being in fights, being injured in a fight, or being threatened with a weapon at school), violence perpetration, and gang affiliation than their white peers. Although these disparities are due, in part to structural inequities they highlight the need for ongoing investigations to identify, modifiable risk factors that can be addressed in prevention and intervention programs (Jennings et al, 2015). 
Empirical evidence from ecological investigations of risk behavior has established the link between community violence exposure, family processes, affiliations with delinquent peers, and a multitude of interpersonal and behavioral problems including elevated levels of violence victimization and perpetration (Ross & Arsenault, 2017). These associations are especially relevant for youth residing in neighborhoods with elevated gang activity and gang related crime. Few studies have examined family and peer gang influences, specific aspects of neighborhood violence, and intrapersonal characteristics on current aggressive behavior among preadolescent community samples living in neighborhoods with concentrated gang activity. Theoretically, social learning models purport that the mechanism of behavioral transmission from individual to individual, or from generation to generation, is the adoption of observed behavior of important role models within the child’s environment (Kinsey, 2017).
Families are a primary socializing institution and children living in households with punitive, neglectful, or inconsistent parenting are more likely to adopt aggressive interpersonal relational styles than children in families with high levels of communication and parents who model nonaggressive conflict resolution and positive problem solving practices. Moreover, families with life course persistent criminal offenders tend to display more antisocial behavior that in turn can facilitate the development of more positive expectancies of aggression, or appraisals of the consequences of aggression as less severe by the child (Ross & Arsenault, 2017).
As youth enter, adolescence peer relationships become progressively more important, serve as primary sources of information, and become increasingly influential in establishing social and behavioral norms (Patton et al, 2017).Friendship influences are complex although children with limited social skillsare at highest risk for rejection by their more normativelyoriented peer. This social exclusion often precedes bonding with youth more tolerant of antisocial behavior who may encourage, or even promote, the use of aggressive tactics in peer interactions. Deviant peer groups are a robust predictor of current aggression and a critical component in the developmental trajectories of violent offenders (Franzese et al, 2016).
The substantial literature linking residence in a disadvantaged neighborhoods and exposure to community crime with adolescent externalizing behavior has yet to clarify the relationship between specific exposure types (direct victimization, witnessing violent perpetration of others) and aggressive outcomes among early adolescent boys and girls (Kinsey, 2017). Chronic stress, and peer influences account for some of the variance in youth aggression in high crime areas; however if youth living in criminogenic environments are sufficiently rewarded for using aggressive tactics, they may perceive socially aggressive strategies as valuable, preferable, and even pleasurable. Traditionally, youth violence research has focused on the cognitions and behaviors influential in boys’ aggression, yet there has been a notable increase in law enforcement exposure among girls. Since 1990, arrests for simple assault have increased by 24% and now account for 30% of juvenile arrests (Franzese et al, 2016).
Studies investigating the relationship between gender and adolescent aggression indicate several distinct differences in the expression of aggression, causal mechanisms, duration, and the experience of short and long-term consequences (Sanders, 2017).  During early to mid adolescence boys’ aggressive behavior tends to take a physical form intended to intimidate or overpower their peers, whereas girls’ aggression is more commonly expressed through deliberate social or relational injury, exclusion, harmful gossip, and so forth(Ross & Arsenault, 2017). The roots of aggressive behavior may also be distinct in that girls’ aggression has been linked to trauma, maltreatment, or abuse in close relationships while boys’ aggression, which also tends to be related to such factors can be more purposeful and associated with reduced levels of empathy or intended to establish dominance amongst peers. The duration and consequences of aggression may also vary in that boys’ aggressive behavior tends to peak during adolescence and decline over a 4- to 5-year period, while more aggressive girls experience a multitude of health-compromising outcomes across several domains that can extend well into adulthood (Patton et al, 2017).
Low self-control is a significant risk for a host of intra- and interpersonal problems and a primary causal mechanism in the etiology of aggression. Social disinhibition, or the inability to regulate speech and actions in social situations, can lead to more antagonistic interpersonal relationships and may be a specific dimension of self-control (Kelly, 2015). The failure to adhere to acceptable forms of interaction could be particularly risky in violent neighborhoods where codified behavioral norms may function as informal social controls that reduce the prevalence of spontaneous violent incidents. Therefore, the social self-control measure applied to assesses the degree to which an individual exhibits problematic social behaviors and may be a useful and relevant construct for prevention purposes (Patton et al, 2017).
The literature has repeatedly documented that individual, family, and community factors are associated with aggression and interpersonal violence. It is evident that social self-control can be protective for boys and girls, which boy and girl’s aggressive behavior response to community violence may not be significantly different, and that family and peer factors may have differential effects on boys and girls. Girl’s behavioral responses to community conditions and the influence of social self-control are similar to boys’; however, the effects of deviant family contexts appear to be particularly detrimental for girls (Sanders, 2017). The considerable variability in victimization and perpetration among youth living in high-risk settings suggests that some children have greater internal and external sources of resilience that promote the adoption of behavioral patterns that facilitate greater adaptability in distressed neighborhood contexts. 
If students are taught to appropriately interpret and respond to social cues, reduce reactivity to perceived slights, and regulate their social behavior, prevention programs could potentially reduce the prevalence of interpersonal aggression and delay or prevent selection into more deviant peer groups (Franzese et al, 2016). The direct association between witnessing gun violence and past week aggression, when controlling for peer and family factors, suggests that firsthand gun violence exposure may have a unique, independent influence on an adolescent’s externalizing behaviors. School programs that can effectively address the trauma associated with neighborhood gun violence and provide students skills to improve social cohesion and resilience may be important considerations in efforts to reduce the frequency of aggressive behavior on and off campus (Ross & Arsenault, 2017). 
The challenges to social and behavioral development because of violence exposure may be most perceptible in the social functioning of children in the school environment. Therefore, school based programs may be a critical point of access in disrupting the progression of long term maladaptive behavioral patterns provided their implementation at the appropriate stage of problem behavior development and expression (Kinsey, 2017). Educators and public health practitioners could substantially improve the effectiveness of violence prevention programs by addressing the behavioral and emotional consequences of exposure to local neighborhood conditions, that is, gang activity and gun violence. If schools situated in communities with high crime and gang activity can address the specific needs of their students, by teaching techniques that reduce tension or frustration in social situations, they might substantially improve Successful participation in prosocial interactions reduces susceptibility to negative peer influences, and discourages future gang involvement of their students. Although interpersonal violence is attributed to a confluence of factors, prevention and intervention approaches that provide youth an opportunity to openly address their feelings and reactions to family and community context could bolster resilience and social support among children exposed to multiple risk factors (Kelly, 2015). 
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