
Chante Hall, 12, creates a drum
track on a MIDI keyboard while
workshop facilitator Nathan Jones
records it on a laptop computer.
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Ali Richardson went around
the room in Chester, asking a
dozen pre-teens and teens two
questions: What do you say to
stop two guys from shooting
each other? And how can you
turn that statement into a song?

Cynthia Clark, 15, who had
been quiet for most of the first
50 minutes of the lesson,
popped out some lyrics, saying:
“Have control. Be bold. Put
down your gun. And live for
your son.”

Some “oohs” and applause
broke out, and one student
called her M.C. Cynthia.

“That’s a good connection.
That’s yours. You wrote that,”
said Richardson, a 32-year-old
musician from West
Philadelphia and one of the
presenters during this month’s
Youth Arts and Peace Camp,
organized by the nonprofit
“Peace in the Streets … Peace
on Earth!”

Peace in the Streets has
organized the four-week camp
for 12- to 15-year-olds from the
Chester area since 2005.

“Almost all the kids will say
they know someone who has
been lost to violence in the
streets,” said Wanda Moore,
director of the nonprofit group
that founded the camp four
years ago.

Chester, a city of about 37,000
people, struggles with high
poverty and crime rates. As of
early last week, of the 18
homicides that have occurred in
Delaware County this year, nine
took place in Chester, according
to the county medical
examiner’s office.

Through the camp, six boys

and six girls spend their
mornings at St. Luke Community
Christian Church in group
sessions — known as HIPP or
Help Increase the Peace
Program — that focus on healthy
ways of resolving conflict.

“We talk about creating a
caring community, giving them
the opportunity that they don’t
necessarily have in the
neighborhood to be themselves,”
said Moore, an Upper Darby
resident in her 30s.

Topics at these sessions range
from trusting the police to
avoiding dangerous situations.

The children participate in
cultural activities during the
afternoons, such as dance and
music classes. The rest of the
time is spent volunteering in
the community, creating mural
artwork, taking trips, and
listening to speakers talk about
gangs, drugs, prison and other
issues. They receive a weekly
$25 stipend for participating.

Lawrence Hamm, 50, of
Chester, co-directs the camp
with Sarah Poole, 24, who
recently received her master’s
of divinity degree from Emory
University in Atlanta. Poole has
returned to the city where she
grew up every summer to help

with the program.
Erica Parks, an 18-year-old

recent graduate of Chester High
School and a former student in
the program, returned as a
counselor this summer. Within
the past year, she lost a brother
and cousin to gang violence.
She said the lessons from Peace
in the Streets helped her deal

with her anger and squelch the
desire for revenge.

“I want to be a role model to
the next generation, you know,
teach them what’s right and
what’s wrong,” said Parks, who
wants to become a nurse. “I
want to bring them in, instead
of letting the streets get them.”

Kwameir Gibson, the other
counselor, acknowledges that he
was lost to those streets for a
while. Gibson, 18, got involved
in a gang at age 12, and wound
up spending two years in the
juvenile detention system.

His goal now is to share his
experiences with these students,
“so they don’t have to go
through the same stuff. … I try
to tell them to stay out of it,
because we [are] young. … A
casket ain’t no place for none
of us right now. Ain’t our time.”

At a HIPP session, on the
first Thursday of the camp, the
students talked one-on-one
about a time they were angry,
what they thought, and what
they then did. They shared the
experiences as a group, and
talked about whether the action
was passive, assertive or
aggressive.

One girl told about an
argument with her sister.
Another described a physical
fight with her ex-boyfriend. One
boy talked about his house
getting robbed.

After lunch, students worked
with Richardson and his
musical partner from the CODA
Program, based in Philadelphia.

The two spent an hour and a
half playing excerpts from
previous years’ CDs, showing
students how to use the
instruments, and letting them
practice creating beats. They
then worked on a song that
they’ll add to a CD, and maybe
even sing at the camp’s closing
ceremony on July 31.

Richardson asked for
suggestions, role-played a
scenario in which two men
were about to shoot each other,
and asked for some more ideas.

By the end of the lesson, the
students and staff were standing
in a circle, ready with a chorus.
First, they used a guitar as
backup, and then they relied on
the clapping of their hands as
they sang, “What about your
life? What about your future?
What about your family?
Dreams and possibilities, all that
you have to live for.”

Teens give peace a chance
Four-week program helps
Chester-area youth find
healthy ways of resolving
personal conflicts.

Wanda Moore at a session of Help
Increase the Peace Program.

To learn more about
“Peace in the Streets …
Peace on Earth!” contact
Wanda Moore at
610-872-1669 or
pspe2002@yahoo.com.
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Rashawn Johnson, 14, (center) intervenes during a mock disagreement between Omarr Craig (left), 14, and
workshop facilitator Ali Richardson (right) that was used to inspire lyrics.
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created during an arts and
peace camp. Inquirer photo
by Michael S. Wirtz.

www.philly.com Delaware County L3THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRERSunday, July 20, 2008

Customer
Highlight


