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Transforming Inner-City Schools

'To Train Tomorrow’s Work Force

BY JOE BARRETT

CHICAGO—One day in Au-.
gust 2005, Dan Swinney wenttg .
the Chlcago public schools for. :
help in his crusade to revive

manufacturing

EDUCATION here. Instead,

Mr. Swinney
left his meeting with some
homework: design a new high
school to train the workers

needed to make that revival hap- :

pen.

Austin Polytechnical Academy,
opened inside a building that
had once housed a mammoth, vi+
iolence-prone high school on the
city’s struggling West Side.
Now, Mr.-Swinney, chairman of

the Chicago Mariufacturing Re-
naissance Council, has plans t¢~

open. two more high schools
and an elementary school in
other areas of the city. -

Mr. Swinney says-American
manufacturing is adapting to
globalization by shifting to
higher-value products. But with
the baby boomeys’ looming re-
tirement, the education system
isn’t producing the workers and
managers needed to take over
: the highly skilled jobs that are

most in demand.
“There’s a window that’s
open that-will allow us to sus-
-tain and expand our competi-
tive  advantage, but it’s .only
open for a few years,” Mr. Swin-
ney says. Training poor stu-
- dents to fill these positions can
i #address deep- social prob-
lems,” while giving industry
+ the work force it needs.
b ‘Inner-city school systems
i. throughout the country are mov-

| _ing fast to openlegions of small, . -
‘ experimental sthools, in; manyt
cases replacmg ‘higger- mstltu—_j"

* tions that were bacomifig un-
manageable. The new schodls
take a variety of : approaches,

* from literature=focused, t6 char-
acter<based fo: vocational, -
© New York CltY has opened
241 such schools sinte 2002 and

“has plans for 53 more this fall,

Cleveland, Oakland, Calif,, and-

Boston have also epened similar
schools. Much of the prolifera-
-tion is fueled by private groups,
“most notably the Bill and
i Melinda Gates Foundation,
i whichhas spent more than $1bil-
lion since 2001 to back the small-

i school movement.
The drive has been criticized

This past fall, the school .

at times for forcing some stu-

" dents to travel far from home for

a general education or crowding

them intd facilities that then-

take on some of the problems as-

'socmted with the schools that :
-~ ineluding overtime, with the

were closed down. :
- So far, Chicago has opened 55
schools under Mayor Rich-

_ard M Daley’s Renaissance 2010
_plan, with an additional 21 slated
-for the fall. Some, such 45 Austin,
“ focus on job skills, Othérs adniit
““only girls, concentrate on ‘the
Great Books:or take an African-

centered approach to.learning.

‘Eventually, Chlcago w111 have

more than 100 new schools, serv-
ing about 20% of the roughly
415,000 students in the district.
-The goal is to create attrac/ !
tive options for students of ev- -

ery background across the city
“and let them choose a program
that works for them,” says
Arne Duncan, chief executive of
the c1tys schools. “The large,
one-size-fits-all~ high school.
doesn’t fit anybody.”

closed a year ago, Two more
schools will eventually occupy
the third and fourth floors.

- The Polytech students take
double periods of English and

"math—designed to quickly bring

up ‘the many students with be-
low-grade-level  skills—and

. heavy doses of science and com-

puter training. Before graduat-

ing, the students will complete
four vears of pre-engineering -

and have the chance to be certi-

At Austin - Polytech, " the o

rmestly poor, . predominately

“black freshman :class of 129°
takes up less than half of the sec- -
" ond floor of the former Austin.
High School<-a nieighborhood. gi-

_ant with three gyms and a swim-

" ming pool. That school was .

fied in metalworking skills and
complete internships at the
school’s dozens of manufactur-
ing-firm partners, Austin giradu-
.-ates would be expected to find
jobs paying as much as $35,000

chance of doubling that in three

"¢ OF four years, Mr, Swinney says.

" Robert Hayes, 15 years old,
looks. up from his wireless lap-
top during English class and
says he has had a pretty good

- first year T like some of the jobs

they are talking about,” he says.
Reseéarchérs have generally

. found that the smaller schools

bolster test scores and gradua-
tion rates. One reason, says
Tracy Huebner, a senior re-
- searcher at WestEd, a nonprofit
‘educational-research firm, is
~personal connections between
“students and staff members.
“Somebody will be knowing if
Markis having a good day ora
bad day,” she says.
Mr. Swinney, 63, a former
. metalworker, set up the Center
for Labor and Community Re-
searchin 1982 to study why man-

. ufacturing jobs were in decline
" and explore approaches to fight-

irig against the tide, In one study,
the group found that Chicago-

. aréa manufacturers have 10,500

openings each yea, but the edu-
cational system -is provu:hng
-only about 5,000 people quah-
fied to fill them, :

By 2005, when he entered
Mr. Duncan’s office, Mr, Swin-
ney had laviched the Chicago
Manufacturing
Council, - which brought to-

. gethier. the Ilinois Manufactur-

ers; Association, the state AFL-
CI0 branch and city officials.
My, Duncan, the schools ¢hief,
was happy to join the group, but
he also thought Mr. Swinney
could help him 1mprove the
* school system. -
One recent day, engmeermg
teacher Anthony Speller “stood

ontopofatable. Anelectrical en- |

gineer whoused to work for Gen-
eral Electric Co., he instructed
two groups of students to hold
hands in a circle, then gradually
tie themselvesin knots by chahg-
ing whom- they held hands with.
One group quickly disentangled
themselves. The other struggled.

Mr. Speller told the latter
group: “You all started talking in-
stead of listening to the problem—
like American manufacturers
back in the day.”

Renaissance.-




