
The University was founded in the city 

of Detroit in 1817. Even though it moved 

to Ann Arbor in 1837, it continues its 

relationship with the city through a 

variety of programs and partnerships.

FOCUS

32  |  Michigan Alumnus • Spring 2008 • umalumni.com

During her two years in the program, she has helped design real-world projects, including 
a playground for John Trix Elementary School in Detroit, which she, coincidentally, attended 
years before. “It was really nice because we actually got to go and talk with the children 
about what they wanted on the playground. I was really happy because at the end our 
model was chosen,” says the soft-spoken high school senior.  

The school’s principal liked the plan so much that he raised funds to build the playground. 
“It started as an after-school project for kids, it got funded, and now it’s part of the real-
world project that we’re actually going to build,” says program director Craig Wilkins, U-M 
lecturer in urban planning, who says he was “blown away by how engaged the students 
were in the project.” 

The program also allows high school students opportunities to tour architectural sites in 
Detroit and Chicago, and meet architecture students at U-M as well as students from  
nearby Lawrence Technological University and the University of Detroit Mercy. “We also 
have professionals and academics come talk to them in a very informal way about what 
it means to study architecture, why would you choose this, how did you get started, how 
much money you make—which is always the first question,” says Wilkins. In the three years 
since the program’s inception, three students have been accepted at U-M with plans to 
study architecture. 

One of those students is Harris, who plans to enter a field where African-American women 
are underrepresented. But if anyone can succeed, you get the feeling that Harris can. She 
is the classic example of an over-achiever, playing clarinet in her high school’s marching 
and concert bands, singing in the church choir, serving as president of the National Honor 
Society, and participating on the school’s robotics team. In the little spare time she has 
left, she models and tutors middle school students in math. Even though her schedule 
is demanding, she’s glad she made time for the design program, which has given her a 
concrete picture of the profession.

“That’s why I was really happy when I got into this program. They don’t have these types  
of programs for everybody.”

The University’s Detroit Center
The after-school program at the Detroit Community 
Design Center is just one of the dozens of programs and 
partnerships between the University of Michigan and 
community organizations in Detroit. (See the box on  
page 33 for a list.) Like many of those programs, it has 
found a home at the Detroit Center. 

The center opened its sleek, modern space in September 
2005 in a building situated in the heart of the city—near 
Wayne State University, the Detroit Institute of Arts and 
other museums, and many theater and concert venues. 
Down the hall is the U-M Detroit Admissions Office. The 

four members of the steering committee responsible for the center project were Lester 
Monts, senior vice provost for academic affairs, and Deans Douglas Kelbaugh of the 
Taubman College of Architecture + Urban Planning, Paula Allen-Meares of the School of 
Social Work and Bryan Rogers of the School of Art & Design. 

“Since my first visit to Detroit seven years ago, I’ve wanted us to create a more visible 
physical Detroit presence in the city,” Kelbaugh said in 2005 when the center was 
announced. “If it weren’t for Detroit and the human capital and economic wealth that 
accumulated there in the first half of the 20th century, U-M would not be what it is today.”

Three years later, the center serves as a home away from home for faculty members and 
staff who have research projects in the city, says Roger Doster, director of the Detroit 
Center. They have a place to work and meet with their community partners. The center even 
houses a small art gallery, Work:Detroit, for University and local artists. 

Motor City 
Connections

When Bianca Harris 
first heard about an 

architecture program 
for high schoolers at 

the Detroit Community 
Design Center, something 

instantly clicked. She 
already knew that 

architecture interested 
her, but avenues toward 

that career had been 
limited for the student 
at Martin Luther King 

High School in Detroit. 
The after-school program 

at the design center, 
a partnership of U-M’s 

Taubman College of 
Architecture + Urban 
Planning, offered her  

the opportunity to  
learn more.

Cathy Toshach
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When the center first opened, Doster made it a point to introduce himself and the center to 
neighboring businesses. “I went to every business, I’d say for four blocks either way, and  
introduced us to them.” The initial reaction to Doster’s outreach efforts was a bit dubious— 
“They said, ‘Why would you come down here?’”—but generally positive. “They were happy;  
people were excited because they think of the University of Michigan as being just Ann Arbor.  
It kind of broke that idea down.” 

Robin Duncan, business development coordinator for the Jefferson East Business Association,  
agrees. “When I found out that U-M had a Detroit Center and they used it for so many purposes,  
I thought it really sends the message that U-M is not only committed to Detroit, but it understands  
the value of being in the city.” 

Collaborating to find solutions
This sign of commitment comes at a challenging time for Detroit, a city that faces a myriad of  
woes and is often the butt of national jokes.

“I won’t lie to you. The city of Detroit is really going through some very, very difficult and tough 
times,” says U-M Professor Larry Gant, MSW’81, MA’85, PhD’86, listing problems in the auto industry, 
the closure of many of the Detroit Public Schools, the high unemployment rate and people moving  
out of the community.

What that has meant, though, is that organizations—philanthropic, academic and governmental— 
are all trying to find creative solutions. “There’s an awful lot of positivity and movement,” says Gant. 
“There is a really good opportunity and a good role for universities, for our research expertise, 
teaching and service.” 

The Good Neighborhoods Initiative, of which Gant is co-principal investigator, is one example.  
A partnership between the School of Social Work and the Skillman Foundation, the GNI is a 10-year 
program that works in six Detroit neighborhoods to develop child-friendly communities. 

Leigh Smith, a U-M student in the GNI’s Technical Assistance Center, concurs that this is a time  
of opportunity for the city. “As the industries move out, and with foreclosures on the rise, Detroit is at 
a time in its history where the residents as well as people outside Detroit will see the most change,” 
she says. “Every resident I have met since I started at the TAC (Technical Assistance Center) truly loves 
the city and is excited to bring new business, build up the neighborhoods and stay to watch what will 
happen in the city. I am very lucky to have the residents and community members I have met to be  
so supportive of my presence and so ready to put me to work.”

However, how the University approaches working with their community organizations is very 
important, Gant says. He and others emphasize the need to be an equal partner with the 
organizations. 

The programs mentioned in  
this article are just the tip of a 
very large iceberg. The Detroit 
Center, for example, has more 
than 100 programs using its 
facilities at any one time. 
Following are the University 
schools, colleges, departments 
and centers that have some 
affiliation with the center:

A. Alfred Taubman College of 
Architecture + Urban Planning

Center for Afroamerican and 
African Studies

College of Engineering

College of Literature,  
Science and the Arts

Edward Ginsberg Center  
for Community Service and 
Learning

Gerald R. Ford School of  
Public Policy

Office of the Provost

Rackham School of  
Graduate Studies

Residential College

School of Art & Design

School of Education

School of Information

School of Natural  
Resources & Environment

School of Nursing

School of Public Health

School of Social Work

Undergraduate  
Admissions Office

University of Michigan-Dearborn

In addition, there are  
other programs within the  
city of Detroit that do not  
use the center.

Bianca Harris (second from left) works with classmates on a project at the after-school program at the  
Detroit Community Design Center.
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“Doing community work requires, above anything else, a level of trust,” says Wilkins, the 
urban planning lecturer. “People have to believe that you’re on their side.” He adds that the 
community organizations often work on a shoestring budget with a small staff and a reliance 
on volunteers. “They don’t have a whole lot of patience for academics who ‘know better’ 
who come into their neighborhoods.” The University can offer expertise, but an exchange 
of expertise will never happen unless people in the organization believe they’re treated as 
equals. 

This type of collaboration allows for different perspectives as well as a deeper understanding 
of research implications, says Angie Reyes, ’98, founder and executive director of the Detroit 
Hispanic Development Corporation, one of the community-based organizations within the 
Urban Research Center. The URC is a partnership involving the U-M schools of Public Health, 
Nursing and Social Work, the Detroit Department of Health and Wellness Promotion, eight 
community-based organizations in Detroit and Henry Ford Health System. 

Collaboration also protects the community from what Reyes and others in community 
organizations refer to as “drive-by research.” This type of research, she explains,  
sometimes harms the community by taking its time and effort without leaving anything 
constructive behind. 

“We’re very research shy because we’ve been researched to death by a number of different 
institutions that have not benefited our community,” she says. “When the folks from U-M 
came to us 13 years ago we figured if they’re going to be in our community, then we better 
make sure that they’re not going to hurt our community. But over time we’ve developed 
a very deep level of partnership.” She adds that the partnership is a two-way street, with 
University researchers deriving value from their community partners. “They understand  
that there is a lot of strength, knowledge and capacity already existing in the community. 
They’re not coming in to save a bunch of uneducated poor folk. They’re coming in to work  
in partnership with people who have knowledge, strengths and skills.”

Gant says only after he has listened to and worked with the community can he offer options. 
“I say, let us work with you and let us look nationally and internationally at other kinds 
of neighborhood-based community initiatives. And we can also share with you what has 
worked in communities that are very similar.” 

Benefits of partnerships
Duncan says the Jefferson East Business Association, with a four-person, full-time staff, has 
definitely benefited from its partnership with the University. “I don’t think we could have 
achieved some of our previous goals over the years without the assistance of students,”  
she says, citing their participation in the organization’s annual Jazzin’ on Jefferson festival 
and its business development, marketing, and clean-and-safe efforts. Students helped the 
clean-and-safe program develop a vacant lot into a park that has since been the location  
of several special events in the neighborhood. 

Of course, University students also realize significant benefits from working in the city. 
“Being in the classroom compared to actually being in Detroit adds to the diversity of my 
education,” says Smith. “Ideas for change and problem solving can be done in theory, but 
when one puts it into practice in an actual setting it is, for me, the part where I am able  
to learn the most.”

Gant adds that, although his students conclude their internships, they often don’t sever 
their ties with the city. Nearly 30 percent of students who are involved in the Good 
Neighborhoods Initiative live in the city after their internship. “We know that we are creating 
a very, very neat kind of leadership base,” says Gant. “When you look at some of the 
neighborhoods and communities in Detroit, you’ll see our students … those who are leading 
organizations as executive directors, those who are involved in programs as staff and those 
who are involved as consultants. That is huge. It’s been very, very powerful.”

—Sharon Morioka, ’84, MA’86, is a staff writer for Michigan Alumnus.

The College of Architecture + Urban 
Planning offers these Detroit Public School 

students the opportunity to learn about 
the architecture profession. These photos 

illustrate just one of several programs and 
partnerships between the University and 

community organizations in Detroit.
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