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An observational report of the documentary Kidulthood.

The following report has been written about the film kidulthood released in 2006, which follows the story line of a group of 15 year olds growing up in west London. We are introduced to the main characters Trevor, Sam, Alisa, Katie and Becky. The film begins with a bullying scene in school that results in a student Katie, taking her own life. As a result the school closes the following day and we are shown how some of Katie’s peers responded to the news and how they decided to spend their time during an unexpected day off. We are also shown how Trevor manages to drill a gun barrel within the school and given a snap shoot on his peer group and internet relationship with Alicia who finds out that she is pregnant.
It will consider the issues that the young people faced throughout the film and how this would have affected them, their family members and the community around them. Included will be discussions around the three main transitions that the young people of this age would be experiencing whilst considering links between theories and policy. Finally it will consider what interventions could be introduced using Youth Work methodology within that particular community that could assist, support and offer opportunities to young people as a preventive measure to avoid possible further teenage deaths from reoccurring, as sadly in the final scene we see Trevor die during an altercation with Sam and a baseball bat.

Issues faced by the young people 
Bullying
At the very start we are introduced to Sam and his friends, who appear to be older, hanging around the school premises without school uniform on. There appears to be no adult or staff supervision around the school grounds, allowing Sam to pick on Trever and his friends and steal one of their Gameboys. It is here we also see him picking on Katie and then chatting to some of the girls in Katie’s class, talking derogatory about her saying she has been giving them funny looks. He then initiates that if he were them he would beat her up for giving him a funny look clearly planting a seed with the younger girls, who later on attack and assault Katie in vile manner within the classroom. This possibly indicates that they did this to gain a reputation within the school or seeking approval from Sam out of fear. Some forms of bullying are illegal and should reported to the police, Violence or assault is one of these. However there was no adult supervision to prevent and report this. By Law all public schools must have a behaviour policy in place which includes measures to prevent all forms of bullying among pupils (Bullying at School, 2015). Later on after school day concludes and students are exiting the grounds we see Sam hanging around again and he assaults Katie just prior to her father arriving to collect her, he then picks her up from the floor and threatens to kill her if she told anyone. Whilst traveling home Katie felt unable to open up and tell her father who appeared to give off the impression he was self-absorbed with work commitments and his own interests. Katie clearly felt unable to open up to anyone about what has been happening in school and it’s likely that this has been happening over a sustained period of time for her to reach the point where she felt she could no longer carry on with life. Around 200 young people die by suicide every year (Young people and suicide, Samaritans)

Criminal exploitation
In the opening scene we are shown Trever drilling a gun barrel in the school work shop, we are then introduced to his uncle Curtis who he then later hands the gun barrel over to. It becomes clear and the documentary goes on that his uncle is involved in organised crime and sells guns to make money. He uses intimidation when talking to Trever and suggests that he comes and works with him more. He asked Trevor to drill more gun barrels and then gives him his own gun, to then really test Trevor’s loyalty he then asked him to carve a C in a man’s face who owes him money. Trevor goes along with this and starts to cut, but it’s here we start to see his moral compass come in, he appears scared and upset whilst cutting. His uncle takes the blade from him and offers reassurance but Trever runs away and shows he feels that he has gotten himself in over his head and does not really want to engage in that kind of violence.

Sexual exploitation
There is a scene where Becky and Alisa visit an older male Rupert that Becky knows to get some drugs from. When she asks for some e’s or cocaine he explains that he can only do cannabis for free, which would indicate she has been to see he him before and been given free cannabis as part of the grooming process adults use on those more vulnerable and naïve. When she mentions having no money, he indicates he would be willing to for sexual acts to be performed on him and his friend as payment. Later on we are shown how Becky and Alicia then visit another older male who Becky knows she can sell some of the drugs to, who she is also sexually active with. Her goal is to raise some money so they can go out shopping to buy new dresses for a party they are attending. Becky thinks that the older male believes she is 18, but later on he tells Alicia that he knows Becky is only 15 as he has seen her student card. NSPCC research (Child sexual abuse: statistic briefing, 2021) involving 2,275 young people aged 11-17 about their experience of sexual abuse indicates around 1 in 20 children in the UK have been sexually abused. Girls and older children are more likely to experience this and the vast majority of children who experience this were abused by someone they know. Later on in the documentary we see Becky offer sexual gratitude to one of her school peers at the party however he turns her down as she appears to have gained a reputation for herself, she is clearly demonstrating a lack of understanding of healthy sexual relationships and appears to have little regard for her own self-worth.  

Teenage pregnancy
Alisa finds out that she is pregnant and turns to Becky for reassurance. She presents as very confused, scared and unsure about what to do next in what can only be described as an emotional roller-coaster throughout the film. She comes close to telling her mum in attempt for guidance and support but decides against it. We then see how she hopes to lose the baby by taking substances and hitting herself in the stomach. Later on she decides she will keep the baby. Alisa is demonstrating here that she is valuing her friendships for support with this issue rather than a trusted adult or primary care giver. According to Freedman (2020) The UK has one of the highest teenage pregnancy rates in Western Europe and teenage mothers are less likely to finish their education. They are more likely to bring up their child on their own and in poverty, which places them at greater risk of developing mental health illnesses compare to older mothers.

Substance misuse
We are shown how easy it is for all of the teens in this documentary to access substances, from alcohol to cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy tablets. 	All of which can potentially have a serious implication for their future health and well-being, this is due to the amount and type of brain development that occurs during adolescence. It is not only susceptible to immediate damage from substance misuse but also to permanent changes that could lead to them being more vulnerable to substance addiction later on in life (L.Levine and J.Munsch 2018). The young people in the documentary are likely to be oblivious to the harm they could be doing to themselves when taking substances due to lack of understanding and education. Alisa is also highly unlikely to be aware of the harm she is also likely to cause to her unborn child by taking substances during pregnancy.    

Anti-social behaviour
By closing the school following the death of Katie an opportunity is presented to the young people to engage in behaviour that members of the community may perceive to be anti-social. However an observation regarding the community is that there appears to be very little for the young people to do or get involved with. I would argue this, if there was meaningful activities going on within the community to support the students following the death of a peer. Would they want to steal alcohol and get hold of substances for personal use or a way of making money prior to attending a house party? To some extent, experimental behaviour around substances and risk taking behaviour within adolescence is normal and will always happen. However to the extent of what is displayed within this film, I would argue that the community and organisations around this group of young people is failing them. 

Limited positive adult interaction
It is key to note that there is next to no positive trusting adult interaction for any of the young people throughout the showing. By having access to trust adults, young people view them as a safe figure that listens to them without judgement, agenda or expectation and they have the sole purpose of supporting and encouraging positivity within the young person’s life (Someone-to-turn-to report 2019). The importance being paramount when listening to young people by ensuring you are actively listening to them. It is clear that when Katie gets in the car after her traumatic day of being bullied in school her father demonstrates an inability to listen to her or even recognise that anything is wrong with her. Those with trusted adults in their life are more likely to be protected against child abuse, exploitation and have less chance of experiencing adverse childhood experiences which can have a detrimental impact on brain development during cognitive transition, this can also play a significant factor in the social and biological transitions that young people go through during adolescence. 

Cognitive transition

Cognitive changes during adolescence are significant and have far reaching implications for young people’s psychological and future wellbeing. There is strong evidence of this displayed throughout the film in the manner in which some of the youths are behaving, it can be linked to the cognitive transition that the adultescence brain experiences during growth and development. In the very beginning of the film the way Sam comments about how he perceives that Katie is looking at him and the girls he is stood with from across school yard. According to Boyd and Bee (2008) adolescents are not very skilled at recognising the suitability of some facial expressions that results in a lot of miscues that can lead to a lack of communication and inappropriate behaviour. There are also clear incidents where risk taking and impulsive behaviour is present, for example when Trevor and his friends see Sam leaving his home they take the opportunity to go to his house and take their game boy back, whilst there they also steal his cannabis and end up assaulting him when he catches them. Blakemore and Choudhury argue that the amygdala within the temporal lobe of the brain tends to dominate the prefrontal cortex function of the brain, resulting in a decrease in reasoned thinking and an increase in impulsiveness. This is also displayed when Jay decides to steal alcohol from the shop. With the death of two young people in the group it is fair to say that many of the young people in the school and community will be left with an adverse childhood experience from this and will be in need of support to help recover from this, which the brain can be capable of doing within the correct environment. Shore (1997) talks of how new neural pathways and networks can be re-wired for positive and successful behaviour. Should the young people have access to safe and trusting adults, who offer educative, participative and inclusive opportunities for them to have positive experiences they could begin to strengthen their resilience and help their brains recover from the trauma.

Social transition
As young people go through their adolescence they become more exposed to new social experiences, such as transition from primary to secondary education, peer group changes, sports teams/hobbies financial freedom and access to technology and become less dependent on their primary care givers. There is strong evidence displayed throughout the film on how the youths turn towards their peers for support and guidance. There is also evidence of social stature appearing important and wanting to belong to more popular peer groups within the school to avoid being bullied themselves. We see this when most of the class appears too scared to intervene when Katie is being assaulted in class. When the school is closed due to Katie’s death Trevor, Jay and Moonie group together and Alisa spends the day with Becky. Coleman and Roker (2011) discuss how adolescence will turn to their friends in social dilemma’s and intimacy, however there are differences between genders. Girls tend to share more of their emotions and feelings talking about relationships with their friends as displayed by Alisa and Becky throughout, while boys are more likely to engage in activities such as sports or gaming. Changes in social Identities can also occur for example sexual and gender identity. Alisa feels unable to tell her mother that she is pregnant. It is also important to highlight the social changes that occur with legal status, such as being able to enter a sexual relationship at 16 and learn to drive at 17, then when you turn 18 legal parental responsibility is diminished and young people are classed as an adult in the eyes of the floor. It is unclear if Sam is 18 when he assaults Trevor, resulting in his death if he is he would be dealt with in the court as an adult, however research informs us that the adolescent brain does not fully form until the age of 25.

Biological transition
It is important to consider some of the biological changes that the young people will inevitably be going through such as hormonal changes, puberty and physical growth. Coleman (2011) talks about how puberty is strongly associated with sexual maturation, but many other things are happening within the body also. Such as rapid development of the reproductive system and sexual characteristics there are changes in the functioning of the cardiovascular system, respiratory system and muscle growth. In the film we see a wide range in body shapes and sizes amongst the young people within the class. We see how Alisa and Becky have physically developed more than most of their peers making them more attractive to the boys in the school class, giving them higher popularity status. Research informs us that girls tend to mature sooner than boys. Tanner (1990) implies that girls attain most of their height by 16, whereas boys will continue to grow until 18-20. We see how Trever is more physically developed than most of his peers giving him greater popularity and the confidence to flirt with an older women in the shop.
 
Youth Work support and how it can be applied to help
I feel that centre based Youth Work such as an open access youth club within in communities that any young person can attend and explore opportunities/activities to participate in and be around groups of other young people in a safe environment are essential as preventive measures for anti-social behaviour. Lloyd-jones (2010 ,p19) talks about a clear message from youth work agencies, which is that to really understand a community it’s vital to listen to young people and what they define as their community. They might not view it as bad as its perceived reputation, we need to be mindful not to be drawn into making assumptions about how negative and risky communities can be.
 Youth Work also provides the young people the opportunity to start forming a trusted relationship with a professional adult from an early age. You could also consider a detached, outreach and mobile work that is carried out by taking a Youth Work approach out into different communities where young people could be isolated, disengaged and are perceived to have limited access or interest in getting involved with youth centres or activities. The benefit of having a youth work approach within the school setting moving forward could also be highly beneficial towards the young people, being more informed about what’s available for them in the community and the option of informal education in a setting which is formal and often authoritarian.  It is also important to consider a targeted provision approach for specific groups which looks at offering opportunities of support to vulnerable groups of young people that could be finding it difficult to find a sense of belonging within their community. They could be experiencing homelessness, substances misuse, and unemployment/training and residing in communities with high levels of deprivation. 

Conclusion
It is clear from the documentary that the young people are experiencing a range of transitions with what would appear to be little positive or trusting adult relationships to help them understand some of the changes they are going through physically and socially. There appeared to be next to nothing going on within their neighbourhood to engage young people in positive activities allowing them to feel part of the community, or a safe environment for them to meet together with their friends. There appear to be barriers with regards to how the community viewed them as young people. The shops security guard viewed them as trouble makers and accused them of stealing. We witnessed multiple taxi’s drive past Moonie in one scene making him feel discriminated and the one teacher we did see in school appear scared and weary of Trevor demonstrating a clear lack of trusted adults in all of these young people’s lives. Sadly this results in the death of two young people and major criminal implications for the other young person involved in the death. It is fair to say that Youth Work intervention could be a powerful resource within in this community moving forward. Youth workers could become the trusted adults in these young people lives, this would allow them to informally educate and support young people through these confusing transitions. By providing a safe environment in the community where young people can feel empowered, equal and be around other young people but have access to a trusted adult for advice can be such a preventive measure and should never be underestimated by public perception or political agenda.
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