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Picture this, says Dr. Charles Taylor: You're 
driving a Rolls Royce when you stop at a light. 
Taylor pulls up next to you, driving a beat-up old 
car. 
 
"It may not be a car to you, but it's a car to me," 
said Taylor, a sociology professor at Michigan 
State University. "And gangs are the same way." 
 
It is a fitting analogy to describe the prevalence 
of gang activity in Battle Creek – a culture 
without elaborate organization that often 
functions out of the general community's 
spotlight. And there is also a difference between 
gang operations and young people committing 
crimes, Taylor said. 
 
Both exist in Battle Creek. 
 
Five years ago, the community rallied together in 
response to a spike in youth violence and gang 
activity. Organizations consisting of residents, 
activists and business leaders formed in an 
attempt to tackle the issue. But since then, 
efforts seemed to have come to a halt. Leaders 
retired or relocated. Organizations dissolved. 
Others simply moved on. 
 
The number of local youth involved in assaultive 
crimes has remained unchanged since 2009, 
according to police data. But so far this year, 21-
year-old Ravon McKinley was shot and killed 
while at a vigil for another homicide victim; 20-
year-old Deshawn Colbert was arrested on 
charges of armed robbery and felony murder; 
and less than two weeks ago, a fight involving a 
gun resulted in a teen getting charged and 
possibilities for others to be charged. 
 
When efforts against youth violence became a 
primary focus for the Battle Creek community 
four years ago, then-Prosecutor John Hallacy 
said one year of work wouldn't create sweeping 
change. 
 

"People want one summer to change 30 years of 
history," he said in 2008. "You can't do that in 
one summer. We have to do it in one or two 
generations. We are looking to change the 
norms of future generations. 
 
"It takes a while but it will have a long-term 
impact." 
 
Only a few years have passed; certainly not a 
generation. But youth violence continues in 
Battle Creek — have community efforts to 
address the issue continued as well? 
 
'We feel like we failed the community' 
A block away from Battle Creek Central High 
school, a physical altercation led to a shot fired 
during midday. No one was injured, but the 
school and others nearby were put on lockdown 
for nearly an hour. Elijah Glass was later 
arrested on charges of assault with intent to 
murder and use of a firearm. 
 
Glass is 17 years old. 
 
Sean Washington, director of the Mylestone 
Project, said he knows two children who were 
involved in the Sept. 28 incident. They were 
involved in some of his programs; one even won 
a poetry contest. "They're good kids," he said. 
Washington said the incident caused serious 
talks among the Mylestone Project's staff. 
 
"Fifteen degrees of difference is what it is 
between the shot going through the air and that 
shot going through a window," he said. "And I 
don't want to find out what it would be like to live 
knowing that kids that put their lives in my hands 
– I screwed up and wasn't there doing what I 
was supposed to be doing." 
 
The Mylestone Project works with youth 
throughout Calhoun County, using art and 
employment education in hopes that children 
and teens will use their skills and artistic 
passions in society instead of falling into the 



juvenile justice system. Working with youth is 
"the worst get-rich-quick scheme" ever, but 
Washington said he knows it makes a 
difference. Other staffers with the Mylestone 
Project feel the same, he said, and they take 
personal responsibility when acts of violence, 
such as the Sept. 28 incident, include kids they 
have worked with. 
 
"We feel like we failed the community," 
Washington said. "The community didn't tell us 
we had to be leaders. We chose to step up to 
this role." 
 
A once united front 
A coalition of about a dozen people was formed 
in 2007, consisting of parents and figures from 
business, law enforcement, foundations, 
education and social service agencies. The 
organization, dubbed the Monday Morning 
Group because it gathered at 7 most Monday 
mornings, was created in response to a recent 
spike in youth violence – Battle Creek police 
reported 191 assaults in 2006 and estimated 36 
percent of them were gang-related. In January 
2007, two separate shootings involving teens 
occurred in the same week. 
 
"We functioned out of people's gifts, not our 
titles," said Carl Word, former CEO of the Urban 
League of Battle Creek and a member of the 
group. "We looked around the table. All of us 
had titles but we put those titles aside. We went 
around and asked, 'What are you gifted in?'" 
 
Former member Kathy Szenda Wilson said the 
group, which helped raise money for programs 
to keep youth occupied with jobs and activities, 
helped bring together people for collective 
problem-solving – "a marriage of authentic 
knowledge and expert knowledge." Some 
members were able to have "real conversations" 
about youth violence, she said. 
 

The Enquirer's Executive Editor Michael 
McCullough was a member of the Monday 
Morning Group. 
 
Word said the group was successful because it 
created a close relationship with community 
members. 
 
"We personalized it," he said. "We looked at who 
they were, who was the problem and then we 
went to the parents." 
 
Battle Creek police also created a close 
relationship with the community, Word said. 
Keith Matthews, one of the founders of Cool 
People: Community Savers, said police officers 
and local youth knew each other by name. The 
department created the Gang Suppression Unit 
and reported that there had been a drop in 
gang-related incidents in 2007. In the first seven 
months, incidents dropped to 31 from 33 in the 
same period in 2006, and from 49 in the same 
period in 2005. 
 
"I think (the Monday Morning Group) illuminated 
for us a deeper knowledge of what the true 
issues were, what the systemic issues were 
around youth violence," said Szenda Wilson. 
"How they're rooted in things such as poverty 
and racial inequity. I think for me, it was picking 
that scab off." 
 
Those issues, she said, were discovered by 
members to be more complex than originally 
thought. 
 
"It's an onion," said Szenda Wilson. "You peel 
back one layer and you think, 'Let's address 
this.' And suddenly you just keep going." 
 
She said the group's diverse makeup helped it 
reach some accomplishments — but "it wasn't 
anybody's job to keep it going." People got tired, 
she said. 
 
The group eventually stopped meeting. 

"As people started falling out, I think it became 
harder and harder to figure out where they 
needed to be, what they needed to do," said 
Washington, who attended some of the group's 
meetings. "And at some point it just made 
sense. 'Well if we can't figure it out, why are we 
still here?'" 
 
Other efforts also ceased to operate. Parents of 
Gang Violence is no longer active in the 
community. Word took a position as a school 
principal in Lansing. Rev. Creighton Mabry, 
former president of the United Community 
Ministerial Alliance and a member of the 
Monday Morning Group, retired. 
 
"For me, (youth violence) isn't part of my 
everyday work," said Szenda Wilson. "It's 
always a lens that I can't take off now. I see it in 
a lot of things and I try to bring it up when I can, 
but it doesn't have much intentionality." 
 
'Statistics for failure' 
Twenty-two percent of surveyed high school 
students in the county reported being in a 
physical fight one or more times during the past 
12 months, according to the Michigan Profile for 
Healthy Youth's (MiPHY) 2012 report. Nearly 7 
percent of the surveyed high schoolers reported 
carrying a gun on one or more of the past 30 
days. 
 
Last school year, the 26 area school districts 
reported a combined 3,663 school safety 
incidents, including bullying, truancy, assaults, 
weapons and drugs, according to recently 
released state data. That equals one school 
safety incident for every 10 students enrolled 
last year. It was a slight improvement from the 
previous year, when one incident was reported 
for every eight students enrolled. 
Statewide, schools reported one incident for 
every 11 kids. 
 
Youth violence must be made distinct from gang 
violence, Taylor said. Adolescence is a period in 



which many young people test their limits and 
sometimes opt against making the best decision 
– it's what teens do, he said. The problem? They 
don't stay teenagers, said Taylor. 
 
"Unless people see a well-organized gang and it 
has really horrific violence, they don't think about 
it," he said. "I think you do need to separate the 
two. You can have a lot of youth violence 
without gangs and I find that is more the case 
today, that the public is not educated." 
 
Youth are at higher risk of joining a gang if they 
are aggressive or violent, according to a 2012 
report from the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention. Other risk factors, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, include drug, alcohol or tobacco 
use; association with delinquent peers; poor 
family function; bad grades in school and 
poverty in the community. 
 
"They give us all these negative statistics for 
failure," Matthews said. "If you're from a single 
home, that's a reason for failure. If you live in a 
low-income geographical area, that's a reason 
for failure. If you live in a substance abuse 
home, that's a reason for failure." 
 
Those indicators need to be reasons for a young 
person to strive for success, he said. 
 
"Let us get angry about having these statistics in 
our families," Matthews said, "and then you can 
break the chain." 
 
Isolation from the privileged 
Roughly 80 percent of students within the 
boundaries of Battle Creek Public Schools come 
from low-income families. More than 1,000 
students attend other schools through the state's 
Schools of Choice program. 
 
Everyone in the Battle Creek community is 
culpable for those statistics, said Jim Longhurst, 
senior vice president of clinical research at Starr 

Commonwealth in Albion. Residents outside of 
violent neighborhoods perpetuate the violence 
by trying to physically and psychologically 
remove themselves from those areas, crumbling 
away the support that might prevent youth from 
falling down the path. Race and class are often 
subtexts of those sentiments, he said. 
 
Longhurst pointed to a debate that has played 
out on the Enquirer's opinion page in recent 
weeks as an example. It started with a Marshall 
woman's mid-September letter to the editor 
urging the Albion secretary of state office be 
closed and moved to Marshall because people 
felt unsafe in Albion. Longhurst said it was a 
"perfect example of white privilege." 
 
"What that's saying is, 'Rather than make me go 
to some area that I don't feel safe in, let's take 
that resource out of that community,'" Longhurst 
said. "People don't maybe consciously think this 
or plot this out, but what happens (with an act of 
violence) is that a stereotype or prejudice is 
reinforced and that subconsciously reinforces 
the sentiment that, not only do I not want to 
interact with these people, but even worse is, 
why do I want to pour resources into this 
community?" 
 
"We tend to dehumanize these people," he 
added. "It becomes a polarizing, more difficult 
process to get at these issues." 
 
Local educators say the negative perception is 
having real impacts on the kids. Bill Martin, 
Springfield Middle School principal, said his 
biggest challenge is "making the students know 
they do have an opportunity to improve... 
Sometimes, they're really beaten down. There's 
just a negative aura about the district all the 
time, and for no reason." 
 
Mike Nunnally has worked as the security staff 
supervisor at Battle Creek Central for about 
seven years. He is also the vice president of 

F.A.M.E., Families Against Murder/For Equal 
Justice. 
 
"Kids that come from, I guess you would say 
unstable homes, they don't have the parental 
support to reinforce the fact that you're better 
than that, and you can make it and you can be 
successful," he said. "Some kids, the negativity 
doesn't bother them. But a lot of kids come from 
dysfunctional or single-parent homes, and when 
they're constantly told they're hoodrats and they 
can't be successful, they accept that. And that's 
the mentality they take on." 
 
Although they're usually meant with good 
intentions, efforts against youth violence are 
often founded upon false assumptions that result 
in a "misguided focus on young people," Taylor 
said. 
 
"It's almost like the myth of Marie Antoinette," he 
said. "'Let them eat cake.' There's some very 
strong, I think inhumane, misguided attitudes." 
Residents not living in areas of poverty are still 
affected by youth violence, Taylor said. 
 
"Middle-class America subconsciously says to 
itself, 'That's not supposed to happen to me,'" he 
said. "The reality is that it can happen. And it is 
happening to all of us." 
 
Shawn Flood, director of the Boys and Girls 
Club of Battle Creek, said some people simply 
fear youth. 
 
"I tend to think people are afraid of youth for 
whatever reason," he said. "I really feel like fear 
of each other is a symptom of a larger problem 
that we have in our entire society. That limits 
dialogue. That limits working together." 
On Friday, some 2,000 people, including 
students from around the county, participated in 
a march through downtown Battle Creek in 
protest of the Sept. 28 incident and those would 
blame Battle Creek Central High School for the 



violence. Many of them held signs that read, 
"We are One." 
 
"Those kids are starting to speak up out of 
character," said Word. "It's forcing them to grow 
up. And they need to. They need to rally. At 
least they're not sitting down anymore and that's 
the spirit of pride." 
 
New initiatives 
George Brown has only been working in Battle 
Creek since May. And since May, he said, there 
have been a lot of initiatives around many issues 
that have come and gone. 
 
"The real way to make these things work is you 
cannot drop the ball after a couple years," said 
Brown, one of the organizers at Creating 
Change. "These have to keep going." 
 
Brown said he began discussions with 
community members in September, with hopes 
that he can bring a successful anti-gun violence 
project from Chicago to Battle Creek. The 
program has also been implemented in 
Philadelphia and Detroit. The program, now 
called Cure Violence in Chicago, reduced the 
number of shootings and killings in its 
implemented areas by as much as 73 percent, 
according to a Department of Justice report. 
 
The program uses five core components: 
community outreach, community mobilization, 
public education, faith-based involvement and 
criminal justice participation. Brown said he 
hopes to get the local clergy community 
involved. Pastors are likely to stay in the 
community to keep the efforts going, he said, 
and they're already dealing with funerals and 
fundraising because of youth violence. 
"They're left to clean up the mess after this crazy 
violence," Brown said. 
 
Brown is optimistic.  
 

"If we can rally the community around this issue 
of youth and street violence and really put strong 
programming in place," he said, "I think we can 
be effective." 
 
On Saturday, the Urban League of Battle Creek 
hosted "Tied to Greatness," a national program 
that allows adult men to mentor young male 
youth between 12 and 18 years old. CEO Kyra 
Sichinga said she hopes the workshop 
encourages the city's urban male population, 
who often must deal with violence and 
territorialism, to stay away from potentially 
harmful situations. 
 
"At the end of the day, it's about knowing that 
there are people who care," said Sichinga. 
"People who look like you. People of the same 
gender." 
 
Sichinga said more mentor workshops in the 
future are possible. 
 
Pressing forward 
Without tragedy, momentum can fade away. 
It's what happened with the community's focus 
on youth violence. Ramped up efforts by police 
and community members helped contribute to a 
drop in violence among youth. And though 
incidents still occur, it has been relatively quiet. 
Police data reports that 14 juveniles 17 years old 
and younger were involved in assaultive crimes 
in 2009. In 2010, 15 were involved. It remained 
at that number in 2011 and 2012. 
 
"With tragedy, I have no doubt this community 
will step up," Washington said. "Without a 
tragedy, it will take someone who's willing to 
throw a temper tantrum and make people listen." 
But quiet times may be the best time to focus as 
a community. Prevention is key, said Erv 
Brinker, Summit Pointe CEO and former 
Monday Morning Group member. 
 
"That's the best time to have efforts," he said. 
"When everything is blowing up, and there's all 

kinds of problems and everybody recognizes it, it's 
after the fact." 
 
Nate Cox, day treatment and suspension center 
program supervisor at Starr Commonwealth Battle 
Creek, said while some locals remain focused on 
youth violence, other issues in the community can 
overshadow it. 
 
"I think there's a lot the community focuses on," he 
said. "Employment and education and teen 
pregnancy are very real issues that the community 
is really focusing on and hopefully, doing some 
good work with. And I think the other issue is that 
youth violence is a long fuse before we see the 
explosion." 
 
But it doesn't mean that a focus on youth violence 
is no longer necessary, Flood said. 
"We can't decide that we're doing enough," he 
said. "From the Boys and Girls Club to everyone 
else, we have to continue to try to improve and do 
better." 
 
Word said the people who made the Monday 
Morning Group successful can do it again. 
"All of them know how to rally," he said. "They 
know how to meet with the key folks. And it doesn't 
have to be a town hall meeting. Those people have 
relationships that's below the grassroots level. And 
that's so powerful it's unbelievable. People trust 
them." 
 
Szenda Wilson said youth violence cannot be 
discussed without exploring race and poverty. 
 
"Instead of us talking about youth violence," she 
said, "we need to talk about what's at the core, 
what's at the root. I'm hoping we don't have a 
particular lens on (youth violence), but that we 
begin to see a bigger issue." 
 
Washington agreed. 
 
"People say, 'I put a hat on a kid's head and now 
he's warm,'" he said. "And that's great. But how 
about we put a dream in his heart?" 
 


