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MEANING  OF “URBAN” 

In its purest form, the term urban refers to density of human settlement and proximity (i.e., 2,500 

or more people in a specified area).  The Census Bureau continues to quantifiably define the term 

that is current with our ever-changing society.  In 2000, the Census Bureau issued a modified 

definition that characterized urban as “core census blocks that have a population density of at 

least 1,000 people per square mile and surrounding census blocks that have an overall density of 

at least 500 people per square mile” (Census Bureau, 2000).   

 

However, over the years this term has assumed a variety of connotations and has been used to 

describe people, lifestyle, attitudes, and behaviors.  Interestingly, the meaning of the term has 

shifted.  It is now seen pejoratively synonymous with terms such as inner-city, over-populated, 

economically challenged, and ghetto.  Support for this hypothesis has been documented in 

research.  In fact, a recent study conducted by Watson (2011), found that the more “urban” a 

student was perceived to be the greater the likelihood the teacher possessed negative 

expectations.  This study also found that among a sample group of teachers, the designation of 

“urban” students was associated with connotations of racial minorities groups, poverty, low 

ability, undisciplined, and disadvantaged.   

 

What once was a term meant to describe a type of human settlement is now being used to 

describe the quality of a human settlement.  The conscious and unconscious internalization of 

these connotations greatly influence our perceptions of these children, our interpretations of their 

behavior, and our expectations for their successful growth and development.  Furthermore, it can 

significantly affect the manner in which we practice in a variety of professional disciplines.  It is 

important that the Center not embrace this negative trend but rather adopt the demographic 

paradigm and subsequently examine the growth and development of the child in the context of 

this type of environment.   

 

Not a single one-dimensional definition of “urban” exits but rather a plethora of “urban 

characteristics”.  So it is that urban communities, schools and urban children typically represent 

diverse socioeconomic, linguistic, and ethnic backgrounds with extremes of poverty and wealth, 

low academic performance, alarming literacy rates, first-educated generations, and many various 

factors relative to rapidly changing demographics, mobility, immigration and, last but not least 

difficulties in hiring and retaining highly qualified teachers. 
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VISION 

VUU’s Center for the Study of the Urban Child was established to serve as a critically essential 

resource hub and informational clearinghouse for researchers, practitioners, and community 

stakeholders who desire to improve the quality of life for urban youth through advocacy, 

education, research, prevention and intervention programming and are committed to the well-

being, advocacy and education of the urban child in the very heart of metropolitan Richmond, 

Virginia and beyond.     

 

The Center assumes an multidisciplinary approach that builds a collaborative partnership 

between faculty who represent diverse academic disciplines, community residents, community 

professionals, and urban policy makers who have a vested interest  in promoting the 

advancement, development, and success of the urban child via child-centered advocacy, 

research, evidence based practices, information sharing and dissemination.  Our vision is to 

empower practitioners, families, and policy makers to create relevant and healthy environments 

for the urban child by adopting a praxis informed by pertinent research.    

The Center seeks to address the urban child developmental barriers by adopting a 

multidisciplinary approach that holistically emphasizes resilient urban child growth, impactful 

governing policies, and systemic beliefs about the urban community and the children who reside 

in it.  By its urban location, Virginia Union University recognizes the needs of its surrounding 

community and is, as such, a place of choice for the establishment of a Center dedicated to the 

study and education of the urban child. Furthermore, by its very identity and historical mission, 

Virginia Union University has shown its commitment to making education affordable to the 

socially and culturally disadvantaged. While the Center has national and international ambitions, 

the immediate geographic area it will serve is often tagged “underprivileged”.  

Virginia Union University is in a unique position to help rebuild the well-being of surrounding 

high poverty communities. Particularly, the Center for the Study of the Urban Child will offer a 

Student and Family Assistance Program, working towards the increase of parental involvement 

and support by providing a variety of learning opportunities for parents/guardians. Such 

opportunities might include parenting skills and child care seminars, parent leadership initiatives, 

computer skills classes, mutual support groups, instruction in helping students with schoolwork, 

etc. The mobilization of parents and families as problem-solvers would be one of the indices of 

success of the Center. 

 

The fundamental vision of the Center is rooted in the University’s Mission Statement and 

Strategic Priorities, specifically, Civic Engagement, Image Enhancement, Continuous Quality 

Improvement, and Student Engagement/Empowerment.   It is designed to empower students, 

practitioners, academicians, policy-makers, community members  and  families to create relevant 

opportunities for the urban child by adopting praxis informed by pertinent research on the urban 

child within his/her own socio-cultural framework.  In this way, the Center will work to become 

a recognized leader in child advocacy research, a trustworthy community partner, and a place of 

choice for expertise, advice, and collaboration for those who want to improve the lives of 

children in the urban environment.   
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The Center’s conceptual framework was inspired by the Urban Learning Design Center (ULDC; 

NCCSR, 2003) model.  This nationwide comprehensive model for PreK-12 learning 

communities was designed to address the issue of urban school reform.  To do this, the ULDC 

model addressed those barriers to urban child academic development, by collectively examining 

the developmental impediments from a psycho-socio-cultural perspective while simultaneously 

examining how to facilitate healthy growth, improve governance policies, and reduce the 

systemic beliefs that serve to marginalize urban children.  Essential to the organization of this 

model were three critical components which included instructional reform, governance/policy 

reform and the introduction of a multidisciplinary foundation of practice.  With this thrust, the 

ULDC addressed child academic developmental issues exhibited in the family, classroom, and in 

the community-at-large.    

Based on the ULDC model, the Center for the Study of the Urban Child has adopted a 

conceptual framework that undergirds its mission, goals, and activities.  It too seeks to address 

the urban child developmental barriers by adopting a multidisciplinary approach that holistically 

emphasizes resilient urban child growth, impactful governing policies, and systemic beliefs 

about the urban community and the children who reside in it.   

Foundationally, the Center will advance three components which focus on what it has deemed 

the “3R’s for Urban Child Success”.  The “3R’s” include:   

 Scholarly Research 

 Multidisciplinary Professional Relevance 

 Petitioning Community Involvement, Support &  Response 

 

The aim of each of these components is to improve the quality of development and successful 

growth for urban youth through advocacy, education, professional development, research, policy 

development and reform and programming.   

 

The Center for the Study of the Urban Child will advance three components inspired from the 

Urban Learning Design Center: 

      Component # 1: Research Component (RC); 

Component # 2: Support Component (SC); 

Component # 3: Professional Development Component (PDC). 

 

Public schools are no longer the sole trustees of the urban child’s well-being and success, but                   

rather a full “learning community”, representative of all the resources of the community can be 

held accountable. Below provides a brief description of each component as they provide 

structure for the various activities of the Center.  
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Components 

Research Component (RC) 

 Diverse publications (research articles, findings, etc.) 

 Publication in Journal of Education and Urban Society 

 Website (Podcast, video, clips, etc.) 

 Quarterly Newsletter, Resource Bank 

 National Summer Symposium or Conference 

 

Support Component (SC) 

 Parenting Seminars/ Family Advocacy 

 Families/ Group Counseling 

 Crisis Intervention/ Peacemaker Group/ Violence Prevention 

 Referrals and fellow-up services 

 Family Assistance Program 

 

Professional Development Component (PDC) 

 Teacher Development Institute (PDI) 

o Urban Teaching Seminars (Teachers)/ Customized Consultation Services 

 Gain Recertification Points             

Workshops addressing varying topics, including Child and Adolescent 

development, including brain development, understanding and 

managing student behavior, effective strategies for engaging parents, 

families and communities, effective strategies and leadership 

development for school teachers and administrators 

 

 Teachers Assisting Teachers Network (Urban Teacher Partnership) 

o Additional instructional information; building relationships 

o Co-Teaching Model (for pre-service candidates) 

o Celebration of Teaching and Learning 

 

With these components, the idea for the Center’s mission is to translate research into actionable 

knowledge by adopting a multidisciplinary academic approach, conducting and disseminating 

scholarly research, articulating best practices, and lobbying community input as it relates to the 

developing child living in the urban environment.   
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Directed by the mission, the goals of Center include: 

 Promoting systematic psycho-socio-cultural study of and research on the urban child  

 Bridging research, education, social justice/human action and policy making for 

successful programs relevant to the developing urban child 

 Infusing urban child-centered policy, best-practices, research into academic 

instruction, specifically in the disciplines of teacher education, psychology, social 

work, urban studies/political science, and criminal justice 

 Affecting public policy and social justice as it relates to potential impact on the urban 

child 

 Petitioning community response, advancing community awareness and involvement 

with the urban child 

 Empowering community members, families, practitioners, and policy-makers to 

advocate, promote, and support the health, achievement, and successful development 

of the urban child   

 Sponsoring pertinent programs and speakers  

 Arresting teacher attrition rates in hard-to-staff schools via a revamped urban teacher 

preparation program with a resulting increase in urban talent and city student 

achievement 

The Center’s activities will include but are not limited to:  

 Generating & publishing research (quantitative/qualitative) 

 Disseminating research into best practice through presentations, exhibits, guest 

speakers/lecturers 

 Publishing a quarterly e-newsletter 

 Establishing an Electronic Resource Clearinghouse and Listserv 

 Hosting or sponsoring an annual symposium 

 Conducting professional workshops on various topics (i.e., urban teaching, social 

advocacy, legal advocacy, policy development, urban planning) 

 Sponsoring a Urban Child Teacher Development Institute 

To ensure the success of the urban child, the Center will reach out to the community, seeking 

support and greater involvement of public and private agencies, professional organizations, 

business groups, volunteer programs, churches and other facilities. A Total Collaboration and 

Action Plan (T-CAP) will ensure that targeted agencies work collaboratively to equip the urban 

child with the skills and dispositions for success: self-concepts and positive attitude, 21
st
 Century 

skills preparedness, academic persistence and achievement, psychological and social wellness, 

and pro-social and ethical behaviors. 
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CENTER’S MULTIDISCIPLINARY COMPOSITION 

 

Collaborative & Multidisciplinary Focus 

The interplay between the two concepts of child development and the urban environment is 

multidisciplinary at best.  It is important that the Center use the expertise of multiple disciplines 

to collaboratively identify and understand the impact of urbanicity (Martin, 1974) on the 

developing child.  Specifically, the disciplines of education (expertise in teaching, instruction, 

curriculum development, academic development), psychology (expertise in development of 

children), social work (expertise in the development of social policy), urban studies (expertise in 

urban policy, urban development/growth, politics/government) and justice/criminology 

(expertise in legal policy) will work collaboratively and contribute equally to the development of 

the Center’s initiatives.   

 
 

 

Education.  Author Allen Martin, who coined the phrase “urbanicity’ in his book entitled, The 

Urban Community (1974), marked the onset of an avalanche of research and concern about 

adequacy of services for the urban child. At its inception, the idea for the center was sparked by 

the educational dilemmas facing many children in urban schools.  At the Fall 2009 American 

Association of Colleges of Teacher Education (AACTE) National Conference, more than 60% of 

workshop sessions and presentations dealt directly or indirectly with the challenges posed by the 

growth of urbanicity  and the exigency that “no child be left behind” because of their 

disadvantaged or at-risk circumstances. Clearly, a programmatic paradigm shift has been 

occurring mirroring the growth of cities everywhere: we now must speak of “Urban” Education – 

and not only of “Education”. 

 

Center for 
the Study of 
the Urban 

Child 

EDUCATION 
URBAN 

STUDIES & 
PUBLIC 
POLICY 

BUSINESS 

CRIMINAL 

JUSTICE  
PSYCHOLOGY 

RELIGION 

SOCIAL 
WORK 
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Using data from several national surveys, a recent study of the Institute of Education Sciences/ 

National Center for Education Statistics (IES) compared urban students and schools with their 

suburban and rural counterparts on a broad range of factors, including student population and 

background characteristics, afterschool activities, school experiences, and student outcomes. 

“Urban educators reported the growing challenges of educating urban youth who are increasingly 

presenting problems such as poverty, limited English proficiency, family instability, and poor 

health.  Testimony and reports on the condition of urban schools feed the perception that urban 

students flounder in decaying, violent environments with poor resources, teachers, and curricula, 

and with limited opportunities”(http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/96184ex.asp).  

 

“Everyone understands the need to reduce behavioral and emotional problems, absenteeism, drug 

abuse, dropouts, teen pregnancy, violence, and other difficulties that interfere with learning and 

performing well at school. If schools are to improve and if students are to learn and succeed, 

such problems must be addressed” (Urban Learning Center Design, p. 1). However, students in 

urban settings are less likely to be taught by qualified teachers; Notably, U.S. urban schools, 

especially high need local education agencies (LEAs) are confronted with the problem of 

attracting hiring and retaining highly qualified teachers. Nationally, 9.3 percent of public school 

teachers leave before they complete their first year and nearly 30 percent leave the profession 

within five years of entry. High poverty districts experience even higher rates of attrition. Losing 

a talented teacher in a hard-to-staff school because of inadequate support and guidance during 

the early years is a tragic loss. The Virginia Requirements of Quality and Effectiveness for 

Beginning Teacher Mentor Programs in Hard-To-Staff Schools was created in response to 

Governor Warner’s Education for a Lifetime program. While mentoring is one important 

mechanism for advancing the teaching profession, increasing teacher retention is as equally 

critical. 

 

Feedback received from current and past student teachers in the Syphax School of Education, 

Psychology and Interdisciplinary Studies led to a programmatic assessment revolving around the 

following questions: how well does our current pre-service teacher education program prepare 

our candidates to teach in urban settings? Are pre-service teachers cognizant of the challenges of 

teaching in urban school settings? What special set of skills and knowledge are now requisite of 

pre-service teacher candidates to address the needs of children in urban schools? More 

importantly, how do we keep our teacher candidates motivated and how do we retain them in the 

profession? Our own pre-service candidates have reported their lack of preparedness, spoke of 

their “culture shock’ upon encountering the realities of urban schools, described the challenges in 

juggling teacher content while managing the Standards of Learning (SOLs), stated the need to be 

better prepared for differentiation of instruction, classroom management, assessment and use of 

assessment data to guide their instruction in urban schools where they had been placed. 

 

Such feedback points to a need to revisit teacher education at Virginia Union University, so as to 

include course redesign, high quality mentoring, full immersion, meaningful induction, 

leadership and decision-making training, parent-teacher partnerships, education on the 

psychology of poverty, a better linkage between pedagogical jargon and actual practice, 

expansion of training in quantitative and qualitative analysis, and last, but not least, the building 

of “Learning Communities” for pre-service candidates- Teacher Education being at its best when 

expanded beyond the scope of the faculty in the Syphax School. 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/96184ex.asp
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The Center was designed to address the educational issues paramount to children in urban 

schools, which includes the (1) the preparation and sensitization of teachers-in-training and 

professionals teachers to the importance of urban variables that may impact the growth and 

development of the child, (2) recommend specific teaching/instructional evidence based 

practices that are effective in urban school settings, and (3) challenge existing 

teaching/instructional models found in the research that ignore the interplay of the urban 

environment and academic development.   

 

Psychology.  It is anticipated that the discipline of Psychology will augment research and data on 

topics, including (but not limited to): the urban child development and psychology, research on 

the realities of urban families and communities, response to intervention as a means of bridging 

the gap between the educational enterprise and serving the immediate urban community, brain 

development, personality development, learning styles, effect of child neglect and abuse during 

infancy and early years, psychological and emotional testing, and research into factors impacting 

achievement and growth of the urban child.   The psychological perspective is crucial in 

understanding promoting the positive growth and development of the urban child.   

 

Social Work.  Social action and its impact on policy-making are specific areas of expertise for 

the discipline of social work.  “The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) defines 

social work as ‘the professional activity of helping individuals, groups or communities enhance 

or restore their capacity for social functioning and creating societal conditions favorable to that 

goal’. Social workers help people obtain tangible services, provide individual, family and group 

counseling and psychotherapy, assist communities or groups in providing or improving social 

and health services, participate in relevant policy processes working toward legislative programs 

that will benefit a large segment of society, and address the needs of at-risk populations” (Sidell  

& Smiley, 2008, p. 9).  Social workers today can be found in various settings that include private 

practice, mental health facilities, schools, community agencies, public welfare agencies, agency 

administration, policy and planning agencies, etc.  

 

More critical to this plan is the involvement of social workers with families and schools: 

 Strengthening families had indeed always been a key priority of social workers. 

However, family lifestyles and structures are changing; The NASW advocates prevention 

and rehabilitation changes that will meet the needs of contemporary families. The Center 

offers to respond to this call by focusing on the needs of contemporary urban families. 

 Social workers assess the social, behavioral, emotional, or economic problems that 

prevent a student from learning. Through professional judgment, the social workers refers 

the family and student to appropriate professional or community services; follow-ups 

continue to ensure that services are provided and conditions monitored.  

  

Integration of the Social Work discipline is critical to the Center’s initiatives.  This integration 

supports the community service mission and commitment of the University. In providing 

education and/or treatment, a client is never “a-contextualized”; in other words, social workers 

see their clients from an environmental context prior to providing education or treatment 

services. The Center proposes to be anchored in the same humanistic, inclusive contextualized 

approach. 
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Urban Studies.  To understand the development of the urban child, familiarity about the urban 

environment and all of the dynamic components are critical.  These dynamic components include 

but are not limited to urban planning processes/procedures, housing/neighborhoods, 

business/industry, parks/recreation and transportation.  There is a complex interplay between the 

people and environment they live in.  This discipline lays the comprehensive foundation for 

understanding the nature of urban growth and decline, the social, cultural life of cities, and 

politics of urban change.   

 

Community.   To ensure the that the mission and respective goals of the Center for the Study of 

the Urban Child is effectively targeting critical issues and dilemmas of the urban child and 

promoting the advancement, development and success of the urban child, it is imperative that the 

a collaborative partnership occur between the VUU community and the community-at-large.  

The Center will (1) effectively involve the community and its members who have specialized 

insights and professional perspectives on the community and the issues that affect its inhabitants, 

(2) seek support and greater involvement of public and private agencies, professional 

organizations, business groups, volunteer programs, and churches.    In so doing, the Center will 

ultimately empower community members, families, practitioners, and policy-makers to advocate, 

promote, and support the health, achievement, and successful development of the urban child.   

Inviting the community’s participation and membership, soliciting their feedback, as well as 

establishing and building a collaborative partnership is essential to the Center’s mission and the 

implementation of the Center’s goals.   

 

Justice/Criminology.  Vital to the issues that impact the healthy development of the urban child 

is the impact of legal policy and justice system operations. Urban children and their families are 

disproportionately affected by these policies, operations, and law enforcement strategies. This is 

in part due to the nature of the urban environment, economics, cessation of other tangible social 

services, the political atmosphere and public opinion. When there is a discontinuity of 

community services, the community-at-large defaults to the judicial system for service delivery. 

Because of the direct relationship that exists between the health of urban children and their 

families and a continuity of community services, any service void creates a significant risk of 

urban child incarceration and/or urban child parent incarceration. The discipline of Criminal 

Justice will bring to the table critical dialogue about the ramifications of this and broader issues 

that are central to well-being of the urban child.  
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