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In its streets and alleyways, West Oakland, California, 
retains the vestiges of an historic past: The first black 
labor union, the Sleeping Porters Brotherhood, was 
born here in the 1920s; this was the heart of the West 

Coast jazz and blues music scene in the 1930s and ’40s; and 
during the World Wars, shipbuilding industries on the Bay 
employed hundreds of community residents. That proud 
history, however, has given way to a challenged present. When 
its manufacturing employers withdrew in the 1950s, the com-
munity’s prosperity went with them. West Oakland today is 
afflicted by high poverty rates, abandonment and blight. 

To tackle these issues, West Oakland is officially desig-
nated as a state and local community redevelopment area. 
Over the past ten years, two HOPE VI grants have financed 
local housing developments, and the area has received mil-
lions of community development dollars from foundation 
grants. More recently, market-rate housing development has 
moved in, as home buyers find themselves priced out of San 
Francisco and other more traditional middle-income and 
upper-middle income neighborhoods. 

Concurrent with the neighborhood revitalization activi-
ties—but disconnected in terms of policy and planning—the 
local McClymonds High School also received financial help 
for comprehensive reforms. A Small Schools grant from the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, along with other private 
money, converted the large, comprehensive high school into 
three small schools, an action designed to improve student 
performance and create a greater sense of community within 
the school.

Like West Oakland, decaying urban neighborhoods 
around the country have become targets for community 
development, and like McClymonds High School, many 
urban public schools have been offered help to revive their 
faltering academic agenda. However, as was the case in West 
Oakland, these two programmatic efforts usually move for-
ward with little collaboration, and sometimes even without 
one hand knowing what the other is doing. 

This need not be the case. At UC Berkeley, the Center for 
Cities & Schools (CC&S) has been pursuing ways to not only 
engage schools and students in the urban planning process, 
but to build a framework for systemic change that will help 
to align community development with school reform. 

Community Development and School 
Collaborations: Creating Systemic Change

The connection between good schools and good neigh-
borhoods is intuitively clear and, for skeptics, the linkage 
is supported by research. It would seem logical, then, for 
school systems and community development agencies to 
work together. By tradition, however, public schools and 
the various agencies, public and private, that deal with com-
munity development have existed in separate silos. The 
original motivation for this strategy was to protect schools 
from the political wheeling and dealing that was thought to 
characterize city government. Over the years, however, the 
strategy has produced unintended but nevertheless negative 

Engaging Youth in Urban Planning

One of CC&S’s programs, known as Y-PLAN (Youth—Plan, 
Learn, Act Now), has been working with McClymonds 
High School students to help them become engaged in 
the changes happening in West Oakland. Mentored by 
UC Berkeley graduate students, McClymonds’s students 
worked with local community groups, government agen-
cies, and private developers to create a vision for the de-
sign of the 16th Street Train Station project.  The station, 
the historic first western terminus of the transcontinental 
railroad, had long been out of service, a rundown aban-
doned place that bred nothing but trouble. 

After considerable study, the students proposed a series 
of recommendations for the train station, including a job 
center, a student-run dining car restaurant, a performance 
and community space, and a photography exhibition high-
lighting the station’s relationship to West Oakland. The 
students presented their ideas to the Oakland City Coun-
cil, which approved the plan with intentions of including 
the youth’s vision and ideas. “The train station for some 
families represents the beginning of a new life and I be-
lieve that’s very important,” wrote Samirah Adams, one of 
the student participants. The West Oakland model—one 
in which policymakers and principals in community devel-
opment and public education communicate and collabo-
rate—may represent the beginning of a new life for many 
similar communities.
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outcomes, as community development and schools, both 
targeting the same neighborhoods for improvement, have 
lost the potential benefits of collaborative enterprise. 

Recently, researchers, policymakers, and practitioners 
have begun to make progress toward integrating community 
development with educational policy and practice. Both 
LISC and the Enterprise Foundation have established pro-
grams that focus on school-centered community revitaliza-
tion, and a series of reports have been published that show 
the benefits that can accrue when school reform and neigh-
borhood revitalization go hand in hand. In Centennial Place 
in Atlanta, for example, a new public elementary school was 
built along with more than 800 new units of housing. Today, 
the school is one of the city’s best; about 90 percent of its 
students meet or exceed state standards in reading and math. 
The existence of the school has become a selling point for 
subsidized and market rate housing.

By and large, however, these are still idiosyncratic ef-
forts, each designed to suit a particular situation or commu-
nity; although they may eventually serve as models for use 
elsewhere, this wider application is not part of the original 
intent. Nor are there effective channels to foster commu-
nication and share best practices among various projects, 
with the kind of synergy this can build. As a result, there 
remains a gap between successful local efforts to bring to-
gether community development and school reform, and a 
broader effort to foster systemic change in the way we ap-
proach neighborhood revitalization.

To fill this gap, CC&S is taking a deliberate systems ap-
proach to addressing the historic disconnect between cities 
and schools. If high-quality education is a critical component 
of urban and metropolitan vitality, more resources need to 
be directed to understanding how community development 
and school reform can be linked institutionally—to change it 
from a “once in a while” approach to the “normal” way of 
doing business. What administrative and data collection pro-
cedures need to be changed to allow for cross-agency collabo-
ration? How do we reframe the educational experience so it 
becomes relevant to all members in the community, not just 
those in K-12? How can we adjust the tools of community de-
velopment finance—tax credits, loans, investment capital—to 
promote rather than deter collaboration? For example, while 
programs like the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit have ef-
fectively brought financial institutions into affordable hous-
ing projects, they do not promote efforts to think holistically 
about communities and invest in schools at the same time.

None of these questions are easily answered. But as a 
starting point, CC&S has launched the PLUS (Planning and 
Learning United for Systems-change) Leadership Initiative, 
a three-year program funded by the Walter and Elise Haas 
Fund, to see what lessons can be learned when community/
school collaboration is put into practice. The goal of the 
Initiative is to identify promising approaches while at the 
same time develop educational and civic leaders—both on 
and off campus—who are aware of the importance of con-
necting city and school policies and practices. 

As part of the PLUS Leadership Initiative, CC&S in-
vited sixty officials and community leaders from six Bay 
Area cities—some of them representing school districts and 
others city government or related agencies—to participate in 
a year-long Institute. Participants have access to training and 
education, professional development, and opportunities to 
share ideas and challenges with other cities. While each city 
is pursuing its own plan, all PLUS city–school district proj-
ects have three common components: (1) they recognize 
that the built environment (e.g., innovative school facili-
ties, joint use or affordable housing development) impacts 
learners and must be connected with traditional educational 
policy making; (2) they are developing intergovernmental 
strategies and practices; and (3) they are inviting youth to 
join in policy making, decision making, and practice. Be-
cause young people traverse not only school but home and 
community in the course of each day, the Center believes 
that their needs and realities must drive both educational 
and urban/metropolitan policies and practices. 

In a recent meeting, each of the city teams shared ideas 
and described the resources and programmatic changes 
they have used to develop more coherent and coordinated 
pathways for children and youth to succeed in their com-
munities, both as students and as citizens. For example, the 
Oakland Unified School District described its new Youth 
Data Archive (YDA), a data-sharing and data–integration 
collaboration in which school district, city, and county data 
will be merged to look at the needs of the whole child. The 
Emeryville team described the Center of Community Life, 
their effort to transform the school district into a learning 
campus for the entire city. 

Based on the lessons and outcomes of this initial three-
year project, the Center hopes to expand the PLUS model 
throughout California and eventually across the nation. The 
long term vision of this work is for urban and metropolitan 
communities and public education to create integrated and 
mutually beneficial policies, practices, and governance sys-
tems, enabling all students—from all communities—to par-
ticipate and excel in our economy and democracy. 

Students work together on a neighborhood survey in 
Elysian Fields, New Orleans
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Youth Engagement in Planning Nationwide

A Convening in New Orleans
By Ariel Bierbaum and Alissa Kronovet1

Over a hot late May week, young planners from around the nation convened as part of the Planners Network National 
Conference in New Orleans, Louisiana. Twenty youth and adult allies came from Brooklyn, the Bay Area, and New Orleans 
to show just what can happen when students are provided with an opportunity to engage in urban planning efforts. Over 
the course of 4 days, participants learned about the current situation in New Orleans and brought their unique skills and 
perspectives to the question “How can New Orleans be rebuilt into a vibrant, economically and racially diverse city?”

While city planning practitioners and community development professionals often seek to include diverse constituents, 
particularly as a way to ensure equitable development across regions, they often overlook young people as key stakehold-
ers in the community. But youth have a unique and important perspective on how cities function for its residents. Across 
the country, a number of organizations and programs are seeking to enhance young people’s civic participation, to funda-
mentally change city planning practice by integrating youth into public processes, and improve the educational system by 
integrating city planning and community development into school-based curricula. 

Three such organizations joined together in New Orleans to grapple with the urban planning challenges facing the city 
after Hurricane Katrina. Students participating in the Y-PLAN program directed by the Center for Cities and Schools at UC 
Berkeley came to New Orleans after working on a real world planning project in Emeryville, where they had the opportunity 
to learn how to work with residents, community organizations, and city council. Three-thousand miles away, in Brooklyn, 
New York, students at the Academy of Urban Planning (AUP) had fine-tuned their urban planning and GIS skills through 
unique partnerships with community organizations, planning agencies, and local colleges and universities. 

And down in the Big Easy, students at the O. Perry Walker Charter High School (Walker) have been collaborating with 
the non-profit, Communities In Schools of New Orleans, Inc (CISNO) to champion for connecting necessary community 
resources with schools to help young people successfully learn, stay in school, and prepare for life.  The collaboration has 
spearheaded several successful initiatives for students, such as a youth leadership council that gives youth a voice during 
the city’s recovery. In partnership with Walker, CISNO has facilitated arts education, mass volunteer events, music perfor-
mances, positive behavior support programming assistance, and professional development related to identifying trauma 
and building resilience. 

Walker students acted as the hosts for this event, bringing their peers to New Orleans’s many distinct neighborhoods, 
including the French Quarter and the Lower Ninth Ward. This trip was both educational and emotional for participants, due 
to the intensity of this place and experiences that Walker students shared with the others. This was especially poignant 
when the students visited the Lower Ninth Ward and the site where the levies broke. Walker students shared their personal 
experiences of loss, relocation, and rebuilding. It was a powerful moment, as many of the young planners had never before 
left their native cities or met other young people with similar urban experiences to theirs. 

The students quickly jumped into the planning challenge, bringing the skills that they have learned in their respective pro-
grams to bear in New Orleans. Building on Y-PLAN students’ experiences of working on client-driven projects, participants 
conducted a survey for the City of New Orleans Office of Recovery Management. In the Elysian Fields neighborhood of 
New Orleans, students walked door to door, assessing which units were re-occupied since Hurricane Katrina, and which 
remained vacant. Students also had the chance to speak with local residents and document their perspectives on the 
recovery efforts.

AUP students led a lesson on GIS at the University of New Orleans, where they discussed projects they had worked on 
documenting housing affordability issues in Bushwick, Brooklyn, and encouraged other students to examine their respec-
tive cities through this lens. And the Walker Youth Council invited their guests to a meeting to discuss their upcoming 
campaigns and work. Students and their adult allies also facilitated a participatory workshop at the Planners Network 
Conference entitled, “Youth Participation in Planning—Where do we Go from Here?” There was also time to socialize, at a 
spoken word recital by one student at the opening ceremony and a crawfish broil hosted by Walker High School.

At the end of the week, students left New Orleans with new relationships and with increased knowledge of urban planning 
skills and practice, knowledge that they will be able to apply back home in their own communities. 
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