
The schools alone cannot refashion both 
people and their environment and instill 
needed confidence and hope. This is a 
challenge to the whole urban commu 
nity.

AN ELEMENTARY, but es 
sential, postulate for survival in both 
the natural and social worlds is the need 
for the organism or the system to adapt 
to its ever changing environment. His 
tory is filled with examples of species, 
societies and systems that failed to ob 
serve this immutable law and became 
its victims.

In recent years the physical and so 
cial environments of the American city 
have changed profoundly. No longer is 
the city just the city; it is rather the 
metropolitan region, or metroplex, vast 
in expanse, high in population, nucle 
ated administratively. These changes 
affect the functioning of the city's insti 
tutions, including its school system.

To understand the problems confront 
ing the public schools now and in the 
years ahead, it is imperative to appreci 
ate the changing urban environment.

Perhaps the foremost urban change is 
population growth. Although the popu 
lation of the central city itself has stabi 
lized, the population of the urban region 
has increased sharply since the end of 
World War II. Growth has occurred pri 
marily in the suburbs, and that is where 
it will continue in the years ahead. For 
example, the slightly more than four 
million people of the Detroit region will 
become five million by 1975, and will 
burgeon to seven million by the year 
2000.
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Related to this regional increase and 
redistribution of population is the fact 
that the space between metropolitan 
areas is becoming increasingly urban 
ized. What has for some time been evi 
dent along the north Atlantic seaboard 
is occurring now with great frequency in 
many parts of the American hinterland. 
Extensive interurban strips are develop 
ing as one metropolitan area merges 
with another, especially along major 
transportation routes.

Another physical fact of the chang 
ing urban region is the construction of 
multi-fingered freeways carving the 
community into multiple islands, each
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separated from others by broad bands 
of concrete. This consequence of free 
way construction on the cohesion of the 
urban region has yet to be measured, but 
there is no doubt that it further sub 
divides an already anonymous, rootless 
population.

Casualties of Urban Renewal
Still another relevant change in urban 

centers is that wrought by the instru 
ment of urban renewal. Dating back to 
the Housing Act of 1949, with appropri 
ate modifications over the years, Con 
gress has provided the money to clear 
large blighted tracts of the inner city. In 
this process of urban renewal, with its 
attendant displacement, relocation and 
replacement of population, an ecologi 
cal revolution has been taking place. An 
interesting, new realignment of peoples 
by racial and social class types is result 
ing both from the pressures of displace 
ment and relocation and from the many 
careful efforts to maintain lines of seg 
regation.

The traditional, old inner-core slum 
area is being remade. In Detroit, for ex 
ample, in addition to the new, middle 
and upper middle income luxury hous 
ing being built in the city's core area, & 
large medical corridor is under develop 
ment, the city's major university, 
Wayne State, is carrying forward a sig 
nificant University City expansion, and 
Detroit's cultural center is being revital 
ized and enlarged. Likewise, several 
light industrial parks have been built 
and more are planned.

The people who traditionally have 
lived in the core of the central city are 
being displaced. Only a very few low 
income housing units, either public or 
private, are proposed for this inner-core

area, and these only belatedly in re 
sponse to an urgent need for rehousing 
facilities. To be sure, two of Detroit's 
largest public housing projects are lo 
cated in the inner core, but these were 
placed there originally in order to con 
tain Negroes. In recent years, these two 
housing projects have had an influx of 
both senior citizens and married univer 
sity students.

By and large, the inner city popula 
tion is still mixed. It contains both large 
numbers of Negro and white poor who 
continue to live in the city's remaining 
blighted structures, as well as a grow 
ing number of new residents, of both 
races, but mostly white, who have 
moved into the new glass and steel re 
newal units. The heavily Negro inner 
city is changing as the new residents 
move in. In the next few years, if urban 
renewal and expressway construction 
continue, and if the new housing built 
there is mainly for the middle class, the 
racial and social class population shifts 
will appear even more pronounced.

The people displaced from the city's 
inner-core area are moving to the only 
other place they can go. Cut off from the 
suburbs as many are by the invisible, 
but nevertheless very real, segregation 
line, these casualties of urban renewal 

\ and freeway construction are crowding 
into the middle neighborhoods of the 
city to find the only housing available 
to them. There new slums are festering 
as a result of overcrowding, inadequate 
code enforcement, lack of recreation 
sites, and the exploitation of property 
by some slumlords together with the un 
fortunate housekeeping habits of some 
tenants.

Once the center of the white middle 
class and then, more recently, of the
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Negro middle class, the middle neigh 
borhoods of the city are the places mid 
dle class Negroes now seek to maintain 
or to vacate. Pressure is on this Negro 
middle class from the culturally differ 
ent people who have now followed them 
out of the slums. Eventually, middle 
class Negroes will move into the fringes 
of the city and even out into the sub 
urbs. As this movement occurs, different 
cities will experience different problems, 
depending on their respective readiness 
for open occupancy living. Some Negro 
middle class families will prefer to move 
directly to the new middle income re 
newal sites back in the city's core.

Problems of the Schools
Within the context of these physical 

and social changes of the city, the edu 
cational system must continue to func 
tion as relevantly and as effectively as 
possible. Several acute problems bear 
close scrutiny. They will have to be 
reckoned with and resolved if the pub 
lic schools are to play any impprtant 
part at all in the education of our chil 
dren.

Finance
One problem that flows from the city's 

changes is that of revenue to finance the 
schools. Up to now, the public schools 
have depended on a share of the com 
munity property tax, plus additional 
special millage levies. To date, the 
schools have managed on these reve 
nues, although in recent years the strain 
has been severe.

No longer can the schools rely on the 
limited revenues accruing from the 
shrinking property tax base. As more 
and more affluent people have with 
drawn to the suburbs, and as the central

city has deteriorated physically over the 
years, the property tax yield has, like 
wise, declined. Moreover, with a large 
poor and elderly population in the cen 
tral city, it is unreasonable to raise the 
property tax rate to compensate for the 
reduced total.

Hope for the fiscal future of the pub 
lic schools lies either in much increased 
federal assistance that can be used at 
local discretion, or in a much larger 
share of state revenues. Realistically, 
more state money can be provided for 
education only if there is a gross in 
crease in state revenues, and the only 
feasible route to such a gross increase 
seems to be a state income tax. Michi 
gan has just enacted such a state income 
tax, and, hopefully, there can now be a 
significant share of the additional state 
revenue devoted to public education. If 
not, the schools will suffer, particularly 
in the large cities.

Districting

Another problem that emerges from 
our urban conditions is the multiplicity 
of new school districts in our now en 
larged metropolitan region. Each of 
these new districts has its own superin 
tendent, its own school board, its own 
corps of teachers, its own academic 
standards, its own labor relations diffi 
culties, its own revenue and space prob 
lems. It does not make either academic 
or administrative sense to continue this 
splintered district competition much 
longer. Some kind of coordinating de 
vice is necessary to permit common ap 
proaches to common educational prob 
lems. It may be that a regional council 
of governments is the proper coordinat 
ing instrument to bring a degree of or 
der to our urban regions. In southeast-
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era Michigan we have just moved to 
activate such a council of governments, 
composed not only of representatives of 
school districts, but also of cities, vil 
lages, townships and counties. With 
each governmental unit paying its pro- 
rata share of dues to the Council, by 
fall it is expected that this new regional 
organization will be formally under way 
with permanent officers. It is further 
hoped that this Council will coordinate 
planning and programming in any and 
all areas of common concern. Surely, 
some such coordinating vehicle on a re 
gional metropolitan basis is required to 
bring together the growing number of 
school districts, and to achieve some 
semblance of order in regard to salaries, 
recruitment of teachers, curriculum de 
velopment, even financing and mutual 
assistance.

Clash of Cuff urns

A third public school problem result 
ing from the changing conditions of ur 
ban life is that of culture clash in those 
neighborhoods of the central city where 
academically better prepared and moti 
vated children mingle with poorly pre 
pared children with little educational 
incentive. This culture conflict tran 
scends race. It focuses on those schools 
in changing areas where it is necessary 
to try to teach in the same classroom 
children of sharply different back 
grounds and prospective futures.

While the basic concept of compen 
satory education is still sound, more 
than remedial reading teachers, extra 
clerks, teacher aides, more even than 
perceptive administrators and compas 
sionate expert counselors are needed. In 
addition to all these elements of ordi-
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nary compensatory education, we must 
have smaller groups of children to work 
with, a more careful screening of those 
children who are emotionally too dis 
turbed to fit in the normal classroom, a 
fairer racial and social class balance of 
students in each school, more staff who 
choose their own assignment in disad- 
vantaged areas or in changing neighbor 
hoods.

The Total Community
In these areas of the central city, and 

in many neighborhoods of the suburbs, 
we shall require, too, a fundamental ap 
proach to the parents of these children 
and to the neighborhood itself. We shall 
have to concern ourselves with decent 
housing for many of these children, with 
adequate recreational facilities, with a 
complete end to racial segregation and 
all forms of discrimination, with actual 
jobs at fair wages for those persons who 
qualify.

We shall have to understand that the 
public school cannot do the whole job of 
restoring a suppressed population seg 
ment to the mainstream of American so 
ciety, at least not in a few years. Al 
though the public schools can do much, 
and, indeed, are the backbone of any ap 
proach to the problems of the urban 
community, the schools alone cannot re 
fashion both people and their environ 
ment and instill needed confidence and 
hope. This is a challenge to the whole 
urban community of which the public 
schools are but a part.

Perhaps one approach to resolving the 
acute problems of public education is to

be found in inviting the participation of 
both students and their parents in the 
actual preparation of the school curricu 
lum. This is now being tried as part of a 
study undertaken by the Wayne County 
Intermediate School District. Students 
and parents in two sets of schools in De 
troit and western Wayne County will 
develop a total school curriculum; to 
gether they will then implement it, and 
observe and record the results. Hope 
fully, these results will point the way to 
curriculum development that is relevant 
to the needs and interests of today's 
youth.

Many other problems flow from the 
urban changes we have noted; and there 
are other problems that arise from other 
factors we have not indicated.

"Problems" is the name of the public 
school game. Some people question 
whether the schools can withstand the 
immense pressures of continued urban 
and industrial change. Surely, unless the 
public schools both understand the na 
ture of the emerging metroplex, and 
learn to adapt so as to function mean 
ingfully within it, they, like countless 
institutions of the past, will be deemed 
irrelevant and bypassed. Other means 
then will have to be found to prepare 
today's children for tomorrow's world.

One can only wonder whether any al 
ternative educational means will be as 
democratically based and as generally 
effective as the public schools have been. 
If the schools adapt to the changing city 
"and prepare our children to live well 
within it, we will not need to wonder 
about this. <*§
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