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FINDING AN INTANGIBLE POWER
Dr. Charla Waxman is an expert on gangs.

Through Chicago-area police departments,

probation offices, correctional facilities

and schools, she works with young people

who have already committed felonies or

whose aggressive behavior may be leading

them down that path. “Kids who are angry,

whose lives have handed them nothing but

crap, who don’t feel loved, can take those

bottled-up feelings to a gang,” Charla says.

“Not only is your rage rewarded but you are

revered. You never really have to deal with

those feelings because they’re seen as your

best asset.”

“Gangs offer so many addictions – drugs,

alcohol, sex, revenge, guns, thrills, crime.

Of course these things are unhealthy, but

they are tangible and the only power these

kids know,” Waxman says. “My task is to

help them become aware that there is an

intangible power that will help them deal

with their pain in a healthier way.”  The 

FISH!  Philosophy is an example of that

kind of power. “It offers kids the power to

enjoy their lives, to be there for what’s

going on around them, to reach out to others,

to make real choices for themselves.”

The FISH! Philosophy is about relationships.

Creating a relationship with a student doesn’t

solve every problem, Charla acknowledges,

but “it generally moves all issues forward.”

Even making a student’s day by noticing a

small change can be an important step. “A

girl in one of my groups dressed like 

somebody had put a head on top of a pile of

clothes. She wore so much black eye makeup

I couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or closed.

But one day she came to group with her

shirt tucked in and a barrette in the little bit

of her hair that wasn’t shaved off. I said to

her, ‘Wow, you look great today!’ “She just

stared at me. I said, ‘I just told you that you

look great. What do you say?”

“She started to cry. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘Nobody ever told me that before.’ We began

to build a relationship and she started to

care – just because I had noticed a small

thing.”

Before Waxman walks into a school, probation

department or jail, she reads a phrase taped

to the 

dashboard

of her car. “It

says Observe

With Eyes

That Honor,”

she explains.

“If you can   

truly observe

with eyes that honor who these kids can be,

who they want to be, somewhere along the

line you’ll get a glimpse of that in them –

and that’s when the coolest things can 

happen for kids.”


