Excerpt from:

 “Do I Dare Disturb the Universe? From Project to Prep Schools” regarding the experience of living in a housing project in Cleveland 

(Lyles, 1994)

The Beginning:

“Project.  I did not like the name.  It sounded like an experiment for science class…King-Kennedy stretched from East Fifty-ninth Street to East Sixty-sixth between Scovill and Woodland avenues.  It lay just a few blocks east of some of Cleveland’s oldest and largest public housing projects, the Carver and the Portland-Outhwaite homes … All along, I had known that no real trees were going to grow in a place called a project.  Instead, thirty-two three-story brown and yellow brick buildings sprung up over acres of frozen, cracked earth, tough flowers on a desert in winter.  The buildings’ concrete edges cut sharp into a white sky.  I squinted my eyes at the starkness.  Roofless and windowless, more than a dozen buildings were still under construction” (p.63).
“Momma saw hope in the project landscape.  King-Kennedy was “urban renewal at its best,” she said.  It was a vision fulfilled, as promised and fought for by her favorites, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and of course, Carl B. Stokes…” (p.63).
The First Two Years:

“That first summer in the project life was bright.  The Black Pride movement empowered us and the goodness of federally sponsored programs lifted our lives” (p. 79).

“Barely Three Years”:

“In the King-Kennedy Estates, Black Power and pride disappeared in the retreating steps of the militant marchers.  We were left with an angry sense of us and them-ness, our collective poverty overwhelming, our immobility staggering.  Three thousand tenants warehoused, tight-packed, into six city blocks where no whites were to be found, we had no target and no outlet for fighting the oppression the Afro Sets had urged us to fight.  We turned on ourselves.  It happened fast, like insects sealed in an airtight jar: frantic buzzing, frantic flight, colliding and dying” (p.113).
No Place Like HUD (City Paper, Toledo, August 2014)

Note: While reading the Lyles book, students analyzed a 2014 housing project situation in Toledo, Ohio. It allowed them to see that the problems described by Lyles from the 1970’s, continued into the present.  (See handout: “No Place Like HUD (Housing Urban Development).
Connection to the Field:
After one of our visits to HBCU, our students encountered a parent and engaged in conversation.  When asked why she chose to send her child to this particular charter school, she said, “I’m a project mom and I don’t want that for my kid.”

She went on to explain that she had nothing against the Cleveland school in her area that her child would attend, but because all the children in the project were together all of the time, she wanted to give her child a different experience- one outside the existing “project” system.  She added that she was able to do this because she had a car and could transport her child to the charter school.
