The Kidsbuild Project

When a fire in 2002 left a residential duplex uninhabitable, no one foresaw that the misfortune 
would be transformed into an opportunity to achieve important municipal and educational goals. 
Certainly, no one could have foreseen the success of the Kidsbuild Project, a concept introduced by 
Oak Park city officials and developed via a newly-formed community partnership.


The program literally was constructed on ruins. Flames had totally destroyed half of the duplex, 
which is just a half-mile from city hall on the community’s primary surface road, and that side soon 
was abandoned and condemned. Over the next few years it became evident that no private source 
would be willing to pay the amount of the lien placed on the vacant property.


This reality raised a crucial challenge, expressed in the form of a question: Could the City 
create an affordable plan to convert the empty, wasted site into a well-structured residence that would 
be attractive to potential buyers? The foundation for the answer was a recently-implemented strategy 
for restoring the value of residences that become available by way of tax reversion. The City had 
begun taking possession of such properties, eliminating any existing blight conditions and improving 
the structures to meet all building code standards, then selling them. This process returns the 
properties to the tax rolls, while recovering the City’s expenses.


The answer to the challenge of adapting that existing strategy to solve the problem of the fire-
destroyed duplex was creation of the Kidsbuild concept.


After Oak Park purchased the property in 2005 from Oakland County, city officials approached 
the Oak Park Business and Education Alliance (OPBEA) and the Oak Park School District with a plan 
to form a collaborative entity dedicated to rebuilding the damaged duplex while benefiting each of the 
participants and the community at-large. The City proposed that Oak Park High School students 
enrolled in a Building Trades course be utilized as hands-on workers in many aspects of the 
construction project. Further, City Council committed to the OPBEA that any money received from the 
sale of the “new” duplex, exceeding the actual costs of rebuilding it, would go to an association fund 
dedicated exclusively to financing similar future projects. 


Leaders of the City, the association and the school district approved the partnership proposal 
and the Kidsbuild Program was officially established.


The OPBEA is a local non-profit organization which connects area businesses with students. It 
has had an ongoing relationship with the Oak Park School District, through which it partners with 
private sector employers to provide mentoring and some vocational opportunities to young people. 
Kidsbuild is specifically focused on the high school’s Building Trades class in which students are 
trained in all facets of construction. Until Kidsbuild was introduced, all class projects were restricted to 
construction of mock rooms within a warehouse setting.


Oak Park High School is a school of choice, serving 1,500 students from across three counties 
in southeast Michigan. According to school district records, 35% of the members of this population 
are economically disadvantaged. Only about half of those who graduate go on to college or any other 
type of continuing education. These statistics underscore the crucial value of expanding vocational 
education options for the high school’s students.


Bringing together all three of the community elements necessary to implement and coordinate 
Kidsbuild was nearly as innovative as the concept, itself. Each had cooperated with one of the others 
for certain mutual purposes over the years, but no formal collaboration had ever been forged. The 
City and the School District are separate governmental entities with their own missions, elected 
representative bodies and administrative structures. And, of course, the business community is 
private-sector.


Despite these inherent differences, the respective decision-makers made innovation work. 
Through Kidsbuild, the City achieved its goal of replacing a ruined residential structure with a new 
duplex – thereby returning the property to the tax rolls – the school district accomplished its objective 
of enhancing the high school’s Building Trades curriculum, and the OPBEA significantly furthered its 
mission.


Oak Park enlisted the cooperation of one of the nation’s largest building firms, Centex 
Corporation, which is the primary contractor in a large Brownfield redevelopment project in the 
community. Centex operates with a “trades council” comprised of vendors who bid on the company’s 
projects and provide feedback on corporate developments. The City was allowed to utilize this trades 
council in order to solicit bids for the aspects of the Kidsbuild project that the participating students 
were not qualified to perform: such tasks as excavation of the basement, setting up forms and 
pouring the concrete basement walls, and exterior masonry. 
Each of the contractors who handled 
these phases spent time with the students, explaining the respective processes and allowing them to 
assist with the work whenever possible. Construction began in the fall of 2006.


The OPBEA successfully solicited numerous private suppliers and contractors within the 
community, plus others from outside with which it previously had worked, for contributions to the 
project. The responses were generous beyond expectations. Donated were: the property survey, 
architectural drawings, windows, roofing, gutters, electrical supplies and related labor, carpeting, 
paint, all appliances, kitchen cabinets, plumbing fixtures, doors, tile, the hot water heater, landscaping 
and driveway construction materials.


Construction was completed October of 2007, by which time additional donation commitments 
had been received. A rental firm provided furniture for the grand opening (and showing) of the duplex, 
a realtor listed the property and a major communications company pledged one full year of free cable 
television, telephone and Internet service. Thanks to these wide-ranging contributions of supplies, 
professional labor and services, the net amount of funding required from the City was significantly 
reduced, resulting in a profit that OPBEA has earmarked for future projects.


The list of businesses that made substantial contributions is extraordinary in its length and is 
highlighted by many widely-recognized corporate names. In addition to Centex Homes, participating 
national companies included Comerica Bank, Sherwin-Williams Paint, Whirlpool Corporation, 
Comcast, and Masco Corporation.


Regional and local contributors included firms specializing in virtually every product and/or 
service that is involved in residential construction and improvement: window manufacturing, rug 
retailing, tile sales and supply, electrical contracting, architecture, building contracting, engineering, 
roofing, and landscaping.


The completion of the Kidsbuild duplex construction project was officially marked on October 
11, 2007, with a celebration at Oak Park’s Community Center. This event, which was sponsored by 
Comerica Bank, further illustrated the broad scope of the community coalition that had been formed – 
the team that made Kidsbuild a success. Participating students, their parents, City and School District 
officials, and OPBEA board members were formally recognized, along with the many contributing 
businesses. Activities included tours of the new duplex, with groups of guests transported to and from 
the residence by shuttle bus.


There was a somber ceremony at the site, as well. The OPBEA, whose board includes 
representatives from Comcast, AT&T, LaSalle Bank, Oakland University and Beaumont Hospital, 
planted a tree which it dedicated to the memory of one of the Oak Park High School Building Trades 
students involved in the project, who had been killed in a tragic auto accident.


Thanks to Kidsbuild, an attractive and marketable new residential structure now exists where a 
fire-gutted abandoned shell once stood. Even more important, a new partnership has been formed 
that is committed to future cooperative ventures. The Kidsbuild Committee continues to meet, 
promote networking and explore potential projects for the School District’s students. The group will 
organize and coordinate the elements of these initiatives, including contributing businesses.


Because the Kidsbuild Program isn’t restricted to the same circumstances for which it was 
created in order to continue achieving the same goals, results already are being achieved. For 
example, Outback Steakhouse, which provides work for some Oak Park students with special needs, 
conducted a fund-raiser through which the high school’s vocational education resources have been 
expanded. Students now will be able to learn valuable skills by building, within the high school facility, 
a model home kitchen.


Also via the committee, when the City now buys homes through the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development’s  $1 purchase program, vocational education students help with the tasks 
needed to bring the structures up to code.


Kidsbuild is an ongoing success because the community partnership that came together to 
make it work continues to grow with the program.
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