
 
   

  
  

  

 
    

  

“Anything you say, 
will be used against you!” 

The necessary place for creative expression and language 
as an outlet for young people, 

and the criminal act of criminalising them. 

*Benjamin Zephaniah’s logo 

Professor Shawn Sobers 
University of the West of England 
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       Two early lessons in my career working with young people… 

1 - Meet young people where they are 
at, rather than expecting them to 
come to you. 
(psychologically, not just physically) 

2 – The expectations and culture of a 
place can alter how young people are 
perceived, and how they behave. 
(same as with all people) 

(N.B. multiple perceptions and 
behaviours can be simultaneously 
true.) 



https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/courtni-webb_n_2376833 

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/courtni-webb_n_2376833






   
 

  

  
 

 
 

  

“In the poem Courtni wrote she understood why 
someone like Adam Lanza might do what he did. 
She wasn’t agreeing with it, but in her poem said 
she understood the oppression in society that could 
cause such a tragedy. 

For her intelligence and insight you did not award 
her a scholarship, but you alienated her further, 
exactly what she was writing about in her 
poem. Working against young people like this, 
rather than with them, will do more harm than good. 
But you know this already, as that will be the reason 
your school was founded in the first place.” 



  
  

 
 

 
 

 

“Is it a case that Courtni is more intelligent 
than you give her credit for? If so this is a 
sad situation, as we hope teachers have 
high expectations of their students, and have 
a duty of care to support them, (even when 
they challenge society’s norms), not to 
demonize them, as has happened here.” 



  
 

  

    
  

   
     

   
 

“Where can young people go for refuge from a world that doesn’t 
understand them, if not into the safety of the creative world, in a 
school that is their last chance? 

If a 17 year has the clarity of mind to write a poem about their 
feelings, no matter how challenging to adult polite society those 
feelings may be, they should be applauded, not treated as a bad 
person, (which is obviously why they might be angry in the first 
place). 

Where are the ears to hear what these young people have got to 
say? 

Where can young people go for refuge, if not in the safety of their 
own note books, and the trust of the adults around them?” 





   

   

WHAT STORIES DO WE TELL? 

WHAT STORIES DO WE APPRECIATE? 



      
      

   
    

  

Members of an influential crew tell the local gang leader Shawn, 
that he will be top leader of the whole area. Encouraged by his 
crew, Shawn kills the current leader, and becomes the new area 
boss, and kills more people out of paranoia. Turf war erupts to 
overthrow Shawn, resulting in more death. 



    
    

    
     

Three witches tell the Scottish general Macbeth that he will 
be King of Scotland. Encouraged by his wife, Macbeth kills 
the king, becomes the new king, and kills more people out 
of paranoia. Civil war erupts to overthrow Macbeth, 
resulting in more death. 



    
    

    
     

Three witches tell the Scottish general Macbeth that he will 
be King of Scotland. Encouraged by his wife, Macbeth kills 
the king, becomes the new king, and kills more people out 
of paranoia. Civil war erupts to overthrow Macbeth, 
resulting in more death. 

https://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-
shakespeare/shakespedia/shakespeares-plays/macbeth/ 

https://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore


 
  
 

 

 

“I never saw the point in 
experiencing only one thing. The 
low art/high art distinction comes 
from the establishment telling me 

how I'm supposed to think.” 

Matt Tong (musician) 

“Art requires neither complaisance nor politeness.” 

Gustave Flaubert (novelist) 



 Beat Street, 1984 



   
   

    
  

  
    

 

  

“I sometimes feel like I’m in. 
game of Pac Man, no matter 
what you do you get stopped at 
every turn. Even when you’re 
living straight and doing good, 
they still want to tell you you 
must be doing bad.” 

Young person’s opinion, 1990s. 





Bad 
Wicked 

Dangerous 
Cold 
Dope 

Dark 
Sick 

Boooo! 
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“Hip-hop saved me. It 
gave me permission to 
use language in a certain 
way. It validated my 
community and my 
friends. It gave our slang a 
certain elegance.” 

Jason Reynolds, (author) 
2017 

https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-
authors/article/74244-jason-reynolds-is-the-hardest-working-man-in-washington.html 

https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens


  

    

 

Rastafari language - Iyaric / Dread Talk 
(1930s onwards) 

Overstanding / Innerstanding 

Apprecilove 

Livication 

InI 

Politricks 

Forwards (never ‘back’, e.g. forwards to Africa) 

WORD 
SOUND 
POWER 

Understanding 

Appreciate 

Dedicate 

Me / you 

Politics 



  

    

  
 

 
  

   
  

 

  
  

 

Rastafari language - Iyaric / Dread Talk 
(1930s onwards) 

Overstanding / Innerstanding 

Apprecilove 

Livication 

InI 

Politricks 

Forwards (never ‘back’, e.g. forwards to Africa) 

WORD 
SOUND 
POWER 

“Since its inception in the late 
1930s, Rastafari have 
attempted to build a 
decolonised lexicon, to turn 
perceived negatives into 
positives, and to effectively 
construct a linguistic 
programme of re-programming 
the emancipated, post-colonial, 
pan-African Rastafari mind, free 
from the shackled mind-states 
imposed during slavery.” 

Shawn Sobers, 2016 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/language-and-
resistance-memories-of-slavery-and-rastafari-langua/ 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/language-and


 
 

 
  

  
 

  

   

 
 

 

Underground subcultures, 
youth cultures and resistance 
movements, expressing 
themselves in new forms of 
language and codes, which 
when they emerge into the 
glare of the mainstream 
public, clash with the 
expected representations of 
the society. 

That doesn’t make them 
wrong, just misunderstood. 

Beat Street, 1984 – (screengrab) 



 

 
    

 

Opera 
Classical 
Bagpipes 
Folk 
Steel pan 
Blues 
Jazz 
Rock n Roll 
Reggae / Ragga 
Rock 
Heavy metal 
House / Techno 
Jungle / Drum n Bass 
Hip Hop 
Drill 
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