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In 2013, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) announced the closure of fifty public schools 
mostly serving African American and Latinx learners. These schools were, CPS claimed, 
“failed” and under-enrolled. CPS officials revealed plans to sell “surplus” school buildings 
that had not been already designated for repurposing and use by CPS itself. Approaching 
five years after the closure announcement, only eight of the schools slated for sell by the 
school board have actually been sold. 
 
Whether or not to close a school depends on many things and the determination is always 
contextual, and political. Chicago’s 2013 decision is no exception. A major structural factor 
in the CPS move is the depopulation of the city’s predominantly African American South 
Side neighborhoods. With underperforming schools, in black neighborhoods with high 
poverty rates, school administrators provided a rather neoliberal rationale for the closures 
as a kind of “creative destruction” opportunity (without using this precise term) that could 
systematically and systemically improve state-sponsored education in a context where 
creating charter schools alone is insufficient. But depopulation, underperforming schools, 
and the prospect of replacing public schools with charter schools are only part of the 
Chicago story. The city’s school controversies—with closings being just one point of 
contestation alongside a generally unhappy teacher’s union and structural fiscal turmoil— 
must be understood within a cultural landscape where race and class (and their intersection) 
continue to divide a city of some 2.7 million residents that is roughly parsed in thirds 
between African American, Latinx, and white Chicagoans. 
 
Beyond the complexities shaping Chicago’s context, one reality remains very clear: many 
school buildings remain empty after the 2013 closures. CPS’s decision to close schools is 
history and cannot be changed. We use this article instead to place the closings in a critical 
context as well as to suggest an actual adaptive reuse design proposal for Overton 
Elementary School which is one of the decommissioned schools on Chicago’s largely black 
South Side. Notably, this project becomes a means to promote design citizenship as a 
spatial tool to transform Overton Elementary School into the Overton Design Centre 
(ODC). 
 
“Design citizenship” is a relatively new concept utilized to reposition the way that cities in 
particular are understood. From Scandinavia, with low statistical rates of inequality, the 
concept denotes “citizens as knowing, critical users of their designed environment.” Our 
design proposal for Overton goes beyond this. On Chicago’s South Side, with striated 
inequalities, we invoke a design citizenship bolstering rights consciousness and rights as 
Chicagoans move in space. And these Chicagoans are formally-trained or designers in 
professional practice but they are also city residents without professional aspirations and 
credentials. Design citizenship as we understand it operates in the everyday, is accessible to 
everyone, and becomes sustained in a political space where design consciousness and rights 
consciousness are entangled. This is a design citizenship where a rights consciousness that 
thrives and is the marker of the emerging and ongoing awareness of the ways in which law 
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and its design subjugates and can be subverted by the powerful and powerless. 
 
This report proceeds in a very straightforward way. In the next section of the paper, we 
provide a design prompt that guides the project and acts as a kind of bannister. A design 
proposal follows in the next section. Finally, a conclusion serves as a reality check of a sort 
and presents a challenge to all citizens who consciously using design to promote social 
change. 
 
Design Prompt 
Overton Elementary (1963) was designed by the architectural firm Perkins+Will known for 
linking the school building itself to curriculum (Figure 1). Perkins+Will projects include 
the seminal Crow Island School (1940) built, like Overton, in the modern style. Overton is 
in the mostly African American Bronzeville neighborhood with the name “Bronzeville” 
signifying the color of its African American residents. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Overton Elementary School. 
 
 
Bronzeville was not always black. The neighborhood was home to factory owners and 
managers through the nineteenth century. Close to factories, and away from pollution, 
Bronzeville’s housing stock, mostly apartments and mansions built in a European style, fit 
turn-of-the-century (white and not “ethnic”) citizens. The area changed from 1910 when 
blacks left an American South rife with economic exploitation largely within the agriculture 
sector and extreme racial violence not just in the form of lynching itself but the threat of 
lynching. African American migration from the American South to Chicago’s South Side 
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from the 1910s prompted white flight even before “white flight” entered the American 
lexicon in the mid-twentieth century. Whites had the right of “flight;” “restrictive 
covenants” in deeds legally limited African American “choice” in residential movement. 
Racism birthed an economically and culturally thriving area and accentuated overcrowded 
slums ignored by absentee landowners who were mostly white. 
 
Residential flows shifted further in the second half of the twentieth century. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, legal curtailment of residential segregation embedded in restrictive covenants 
dictating who could live where led to African American middle class flight to Chicago’s 
southern suburbs in particular. Postindustrial decline of the 1970s and 1980s followed as 
Reaganomics diminished social safety nets just as factory jobs markedly left Rust Belt 
cities like Chicago because of enhanced automation or just because products could be made 
for less money in less-industrialized regions of the world. Mayor Richard M. Daley 
initiated the demolition of high-rise social housing (i.e., “the projects”) in 2000 with the 
“Plan for Transformation.” Without the projects, displaced Bronzeville residents received 
vouchers for private accommodation elsewhere. Depopulated, aldermanic ward three, home 
to the decommissioned Overton Elementary School, remains disadvantaged even with 
African American middle class returnees and an emerging lower-middle class drawn back 
to Bronzeville by new subsidized housing. 
 
This spatial history shapes Bronzeville’s African American youth. Imbricated structural 
inequalities texture, not define, young Bronzeville. Obstacles include an elevated child 
poverty rate, school-leavers as likely to drop out as to graduate from high school, youth 
unemployment well above white youth unemployment, giving rise to gang violence (which 
is black-on-black) and micropolicing (by African American police officers). 
 
Cathy J. Cohen’s Black Youth Project offers perspective on youth citizenship, aged 15- 25, 
in the United States especially as African American youth face the above challenges. A part 
of the project is in depth survey research on the political consciousness of young people as 
youth political culture is shaped by everyday inequalities. One finding in particular 
discerned differential rates at which white, Latinx, and African American youth felt “like a 
full and equal citizen in this country with all the rights and protections that other people 
have.” While 60 per cent of African American youth responded affirmatively, 83 percent of 
white and 70 per cent of Latinx youth did. Cohen surmised that African American youth’s 
embrace of rights diminished with age (as regulatory state contact grew) and pronounced 
rap exposure, yet increased when readily identifying with other African Americans. 
 
Taking cues from the Black Youth Project, two pointed questions and CPS parameters 
inflect our design proposal for Overton. First, can African American youth membership in 
the American political community be augmented through design and, second, can more 
African American youth think that they have and have equal opportunity? Further, CPS 
placed the following constraints on Overton’s sale: No retail liquor outlets, public or 
subsidized housing, place of worship, or primary or secondary school (public, private, or 
charter). 
 
 
Design Proposal 
We assert that design can foster a design citizenship encouraging youth to claim rights 
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despite structural obstacles. This potential progresses when, through the Overton Design 
Center, African American youth increase identification with other African Americans. 
Design, here, becomes a tool to cope with and overcome injustices. 
 
The proposed ODC project reconnects Overton to Bronzeville as well as Bronzeville to 
contiguous communities. Centrally, this takes place in concert with schools proximate to 
Overton and neighboring communities with African American, Latinx, white, and Asian 
American residents. Many schools are walking distance to Overton as identified in the GIS 
map (Figure 2). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2: GIS map showing the proposed ODC and nearby schools. 
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The building is made to be more physically and socially connected to the community in the 
same way as John Dewey’s 1899 building plan for a laboratory school was to foster 
communal citizenship beyond governmental institutions. To Dewey, schools, networked 
and grounded, do prepare youth for life not just adulthood or careers. Thus Overton as 
proposed design center departs from the atomization parsing contemporary public school 
systems into demarcated districts, areas, neighborhoods, and schools. When plugged back 
into the educational network, Overton activates schools within and adjacent to Overton’s 
aldermanic ward. 
 
Acknowledging that design is everywhere, young people walking to the proposed ODC 
from nearby neighborhoods, for example, encounter different building types as well as 
vacant lots. Historical markers note buildings and monuments of significance. Design 
engagement making the “99 per cent invisible” visible renders criticality instinctual and 
deep. New design consciousness transforms empty lots from markers of urban decay to 
remnants of restrictive covenants, redlining, and the resulting differences in wealth 
accumulation based on race and its intersections. Whereas rap helps young people of color 
realize shared oppression, design engagement as everyday practice routinizes inquiry and 
renders visible inequalities that may be lost to historical memory. This is an historical 
memory as “cultural knowledge” crucial to the development of youth agency according to 
sociologist Annette Laureau. 
 
A journey from Dyett High School—a ‘failed’ and under-enrolled public school phased- 
out in 2015 and reopened in fall 2016 after a thirty-four-day hunger strike by community 
members—to the proposed ODC provides a hypothetical. Dyett, designed by a protégé of 
famed Chicago architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, lies within a Washington Park which 
was designed by landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted of New York Central Park 
fame. Washington Park was one of two final sites for the proposed Barack Obama 
presidential library, which eventually went to nearby Jackson Park. If Dyett students use 
the school’s main entrance to walk to the proposed ODC, Provident Hospital, where a 
Black surgeon performed the first successful U.S. open-heart surgery, would be just across 
the street. 
 
Fourteen minutes after departing, Dyett learners reach the proposed ODC. There is, via 
Indiana Avenue, a pathway to the proposed ODC’s ideas corridor (Figure 3). The ideas 
corridor connects the ODC to the neighborhood by various access points on Indiana 
Avenue, 48th Street, and Prairie Avenue. In further breaking down the barrier between 
institution and community, the interior walls of the ideas corridor are used for small 
exhibitions, public announcements, and as a whole functions as a welcoming space for 
serendipitous exchanges and impromptu conversations about designing and making carried 
out in the studios and workshops (Figures 4 and 5). In addition, 48th Street and Prairie 
Avenue have access routes serving as conduits to a fourth building and garden 
where bok choy and collard greens might be grown. 
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Figure 3: The proposed ideas corridor has various access points. 
 
 

 
Figure 4: A diagram showing the organization of the proposed ODC. 
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Figure 5: A cross-section from Indiana Avenue to Prairie Avenue. 
 
 
A different perspective presents a specified geography. A learning kitchen on the first floor 
of the proposed A building hosts cooking and health courses with the garden used for 
fieldwork (Figure 6). Second and third floors of the proposed A building have studios for 
design and design studies instruction beyond aesthetics, literacy, and appreciation. 
 
 

 
Figure 6: A learning kitchen on the first floor of the proposed A building and garden. 
 
 
The proposed B building, between the proposed A and C buildings, is large. A design clinic 
on the north side, first floor, accommodates users seeking advice on, for example, DIY 
projects or housing advocacy. Opposite, on the south side of the first floor, a design space 
for youth inspires creativity and criticality. A second floor library and resource on the 
northern half of the white building affords users of various ages a space to augment design 
knowledge with sources on art, design, culture, history, and politics. To the south, on the 
second floor, family center staff teach young parents parenting skills. Floor three is a 
classroom also accommodating community meetings on issues like voting rights and 



 8 

legalized voter suppression, the campaign for a $15 minimum wage, or bike lane 
expansion. The proposed C building occupies the campus’ northeast side. Studios for 
emerging artists and designers provide all three floors energy and trade (Figure 4). (Figure 
4: A diagram showing the organization of the proposed ODC.) 
 
Finally, the proposed D building, just south of the proposed B building, has dual use 
(Figure 7). The old gym is now a design and prototype workshop. In the proposed adaptive 
reuse of the gym, a new curricular and spatial program is created to empower design 
citizenship. Half (the east side) serves as workshop for design disciplines requiring 
dedicated and specialized space while the rest (west side) is an exhibition space for shows 
comparing, for example, African American and Mexican American mural traditions as well 
as “house balls,” “stepping,” or spoken-word events. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 7: A design workshop and exhibition space in the proposed D building. 
 
 
Conclusion: Design and the Common Good 
Unfortunately, the Overton Elementary School building was sold to a private developer in 
July 2015. Leveraging liberalized zoning regulations, the developer envisages work- live 
units where professionals live upstairs and run storefront businesses below. 
However, does a former public school, privatized, and still unoccupied expand the common 
good to the max? We do not think so. 
 
By contrast, the proposed ODC, building design citizenship, helps to redirect and 
streamline African American youth politics after Ferguson, Cleveland, Baltimore, and 
Chicago after the 2015 police murder of Laquan McDonald, eighteen years old, African 
American, and male. 
 
Returning to the Black Youth Project, Cohen found that politically efficacious African 
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American youth are 23 per cent more likely to see equal opportunity and success as 
attainable. African American youth connecting rights to citizenship were 22 percent more 
likely to vote. Strategic invisibility preferred by African American youth wanes when they 
constitute themselves  as opposed to being constituted by racism—everyday and structural. 
With this, Chicago’s Laquans can live, not just be alive as they move from home to Dyett, 
to the proposed ODC, to other geographical points in the neighborhood (like Theresa’s 
Tavern that birthed the blues and Pilgrim  Baptist Church where gospel was codified), 
elsewhere in the city, and back home.
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