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Career education has floundered
in Chicago's public high schools,
sending only a trickle of students
into a pipeline for thousands of
jobs that don't require college.
The district has a new strategy
to increase the flow.
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Preparing students for
success without college
By Lorraine Forte
Deputy Editor

A

well-known author was startled to
receive a repair bill from his
plumber for several hundred dollars,
after about an hour’s worth of work.
“What?! That’s more than my doctor
charges,” the author said.
“You’re right,” the plumber replied, nodding his head. “It is more than I charged as
a doctor. That’s why I’m now a plumber.”
Jokes about the high price of plumbing
work are common, and they underscore a reality that is often ignored in discussions about
high school reform: Not all careers require college, and not all students need college.
Plumbers, physician’s assistants, carpenters, machinists—all of these are
viable jobs that students could get a head
start on in high school. Yet each year,
about 7,000 seniors earn a diploma but
fail to enroll in college and have no preparation for work. That is a road to disaster.
Today’s tough job market is no place for a
teenager or young adult with no direction
and no work experience.
Meanwhile, a recent report on jobs in
Illinois points out that thousands of jobs go
begging each year, enough to put every one
of those 7,000 graduates to work—if they

who do—like one young man from
Richards who studied accounting but has
no idea how to find a job when he graduates—typically finish without any work
experience or industry-recognized credential that could help them land a job.
Career education could also help the
district curb the number of dropouts.
Thousands of teens are at risk of dropping
out each year and joining the ranks of the
unemployed. One young woman, an alternative school student and former dropout,
said the results sometimes are worse.
“When we fill out applications for legit
jobs and we don’t get anything, drug dealing is the only thing we have to do for money,” she said. “It is a guaranteed job.”
Studies show students in career programs are less likely to drop out, and that
stands to reason: Students whose classes
are connected to the real world—especially
low-income teens who need to work to
help their families—are going to be more
motivated and willing to stay in school. It’s
all about making education relevant.
CPS OFFICIALS HAVE TAKEN THE FIRST STEPS

toward revamping career and technical
education. Two of the new Renaissance
2010 schools show promise in preparing
students for high-tech manufacturing and

“When we fill out applications for legit jobs and we don’t get
anything, drug dealing is the only thing we have to do for money.”
An alternative school student and former dropout
had the right training. These jobs include
nursing, fire-fighting and transportation,
none of which requires a four-year degree.
As one administrator at a South Side
career academy told Associate Editor Sarah
Karp, “Kids need to know that these are not
second-class careers.”
All too often, however, career and technical education in CPS is second class. The
district is successfully pushing more students into four-year colleges and universities but has ground to make up when it
comes to career prep. Many students who
begin career programs never finish. Those
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construction trades. Four more career-prep
schools are slated to open this year and
next. The mayor’s office is getting into the
game, bringing together stakeholders. The
head of CPS’s recently created Department
of College and Career Preparation, Greg
Darnieder, has begun talking to principals
about the need to include career education
in their school improvement game plans.
“Our intent is to retool the whole strategy,” Darnieder says. That means beginning
with the end in mind, whether it is college,
the workplace, an associate’s degree program or an industry certificate.

THOUSANDS GO WITHOUT WORK
Nearly 92,000 adults in Chicago are
unemployed. Experts say better career and
technical education in high school would give
graduates from public high schools a surer path
to a job instead of the unemployment line.
25- THROUGH 64-YEAR-OLDS WHO ARE ...
Unemployed, looking for work

Not in the labor force

Dropouts 8%
H.S. grads 8%

48%
36%

Some college 7%
Bachelor’s

3%

28%
15%

Source: American Community Survey, U.S. Census, 2007

The district’s strategy, however, must
keep in mind the skepticism of parents who
remember a time when minority children
who were not considered “college material”
were pushed into dead-end vocational programs. These parents don’t want to see their
children’s academic potential and future
prospects shortchanged by career programs that are nothing but old-style voc-ed
in modern clothes.
CPS got a taste of this skepticism when it
began making plans for the new Westinghouse High. Parents rejected the concept of
one school with separate vocational and
college tracks. Instead, they demanded
career programs in which the next step
after graduation would be additional postsecondary training.
The district’s strategy also must
acknowledge the reality of today’s workplace: Most decently paid jobs require
some training beyond high school. Even
entry-level jobs require skills similar to
those needed to get into college.
The district also should set out clear
indicators for judging schools’ progress
on this front. Each school’s score card
should report on enrollment and graduation rates for career programs, as well as
participation in internships during students’ junior and senior years, when
career training begins in earnest.
Getting kids into college shouldn’t mean
giving short shrift to career preparation.
Schools must do both to serve students well. 
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Antaneil Craft, a junior in Crane High School’s medical assistant program,
identifies a mandible bone on a skeleton. Craft was able to parlay a job
shadowing experience into a summer job in a chiropractor’s office.
[Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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with metal in his welding class. In 2003,
Simeon moved into a new $40 million
building with state-of-the-art facilities.
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Off the

job track
Career education has long been a rudderless ship in Chicago high schools.
Some $40 million was spent on it last year, but fewer than 3,500 students completed
programs that put them on the road to a good job. CPS says that has to change.

A

with a skills credential would lead to jobs for graduates who don’t
go to college. Yet the outlook is bleak for students who head for the
couple of years before President Barack Obama work world: According to a district report, a year after graduation,
tapped CEO Arne Duncan to become the nation’s only about half of those few students who completed a CPS career
education secretary, Duncan’s pal and new boss lent education sequence had found a job; only a quarter worked conhis now-famous image and voice to a public service announcement sistently throughout the year; and those who did still earned less
than a full-time worker at minimum wage.
about the district’s career education program.
The statistics do not include the thousands who dropped out of
In the 60-second spot, Obama lauds these programs as offering a competitive edge by combining rigorous coursework with career programs before graduation or never graduated.
In recent months, Duncan took
industry knowledge and hands-on
another stab at turning around career and
experience.
WHY THIS MATTERS
technical education, putting one of his
That may have been Duncan’s dream,
trusted senior staff—Greg Darneider, who
but it is far from reality.
Career and technical education can be a powerful
founded the Office of Postsecondary EduAbout a quarter of CPS high school
force in keeping students in school and can help students who don’t go to college make a smooth transication—in charge. It marked the second
students—some 24,414 in 2008—take a
tion to the workforce. Over the past decade, CPS has
time Duncan has tried to invigorate career
class in career or technical education,
tried three times to revamp the program and is about
education with new leadership, and at
like cooking or computer programming,
to try again. Here’s what they’re up against:
least the fourth time since 1990 that the
at some point. Some $40 million was
 Nearly a quarter of CPS high school students take
district has made a major change to the
spent on career programs last year.
career or technical education classes, but only
program.
But according to a Catalyst Chicago
about 3,000 finish the three-course sequence.
The most dramatic change was in
analysis of 2008 data from CPS, only
 About 1,000 students complete majors in which
1997,
when former CEO Paul Vallas did
3,108 graduating seniors actually comindustry-recognized credentials are issued and
away
with
traditional vocational educapleted a career or technical education
many schools don’t place students in internships or
apprenticeships—two essential elements of good
tion programs, which were widely
program, generally a sequence of three
career programs.
criticized and viewed as merely a holding
classes that together lead to some formal
 District career and technical education programs
place for students who were not considcertification of knowledge or skills in a
do not reflect the needs of the current labor
ered college material.
particular industry or for a specific job.
market: jobs requiring mid-level skills.
Yet today, many of the district’s EducaIdeally, a high school diploma along

By Sarah Karp

Crane High School junior Tionna Gause checks a heartbeat on a class mannequin. She is studying to be a medical assistant. [Photo by Cristina Rutter]
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Sophomore Jasmine Cook of Simeon Career Academy measures ingredients for a batch of cookies that she and her classmates are preparing for a culinary arts class. The program
has won many awards, but only a handful of students go on to become chefs. [Photo by Jason Geil]
tion-to-Careers programs, whether in career academies or regular high schools, continue to flounder.
CPS’ major high school reform project, High School
Transformation, makes no mention of how career
and technical education fit into the curricula.
Providing high-quality career training is a task
that school districts across the country are
wrestling with.
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Studies show that career and technical education can be a powerful force to help keep
students in school—but only if done right. Effective programs are small, have cohesive curricula
tied to industry needs and have connections to
businesses that can offer internships and provide
jobs to graduates.
For the most part, CPS’ career and technical

education doesn’t fill the bill. A highly critical
August 2006 report commissioned by Mayor
Richard M. Daley pointed out that not only do few
students complete programs or earn credentials,
fewer than 10 percent of students get internships.
In response to the report, the district has gotten two small technical schools off the ground
and has four more in the pipeline. CPS has hired

EARNING AN INCOMPLETE

staff to concentrate on developing more internships for students.
But overall, high schools have not been held
accountable for moving students through career
programs or making sure they acquire specific jobrelated skills. Jill Wine-Banks, who ran
Education-to-Careers until last year, says some
principals “abused the program.”
Some high schools had few students completing programs but Wine-Banks says she was unable

to strip these schools of federal funding for them.
“The way the system is set up, these principals
were free to do whatever they wanted and there
was no oversight or consequences for doing it,”
Wine-Banks says.
Some principals admit that career education
needs better direction. Others say that such programs are not a major concern, because of the
push to get students to enroll in college.
But CPS is beginning to pay more attention to
the task of preparing students for work, noting
that, in a best-case scenario, schools would do
both college- and career-prep well. Darnieder has
comprehensive change in mind. Though he’s still
new to the job, he has begun having hard discussions with principals about goals for career and
technical education and how their schools need to
operate in that context.
“Our intent is to retool the whole strategy,”
says Darnieder, who runs the newly formed
Department of College and Career Preparation.
“We want to make sure that there are clear next
steps for these students, whether it is employment, certificates or college.”

Students in career and technical education programs
are supposed to start career-related classes in their
sophomore year and continue through their senior year.
After completing this three-year sequence of classes,
they are considered completers who are eligible to earn
industry-recognized credentials. About a quarter of all
high school students enroll in a career class at some
point, but few finish.

CHICAGO PUBLIC SCHOOLS HAS 11 CAREER CLUSTERS,

tests, a C-plus grade point average and good attendance. Candidates who meet these criteria must
pass an interview and submit a letter of recommendation and a writing sample. Once accepted,
students must maintain a 2.5 grade point average
and a 95 percent attendance rate.
The academy classes are taught on the third
floor of Sullivan, in a long, rectangular room,
filled with posters of brains, hearts and medical
terms. In one corner are two gurneys with plastic
dummies lying on them.
Students take honors classes in science and
double periods of career courses, staying together
as a group for each class and grade level. Students
laugh as they say they are each other’s family and,
like a family, they get on each others nerves. They
also get individual attention from teachers.
Earlier this year, Jessica Carodine says she
almost dropped out. Faced with a difficult physiology class, she cried and told her teacher, Judy
Ginsburg, that she couldn’t do the work. “I did not
feel like taking my brain the extra mile,” Carodine
says. But Ginsburg wouldn’t let her quit, urging her
to give it more time. Now, in mid-year, Carodine is
starting to understand the lessons and says she’s
glad she stuck with it.
Between junior and senior year, students get a
summer job at a hospital, clinic or pharmacy.
Maricela Bustamante, a senior at Sullivan,
describes her experience this past summer at Rush
Hospital as “awesome.”
“I was worried that I would never get accustomed to sick people, but I developed close
connections,” she says. “I saw things I never
thought I would see.”
As a senior, Bustamante took classes after school

including automotive repair and hospitality. Some
high schools offer as many as 17 majors within those
clusters, while others just offer one or two options.
But these programs vary widely across the district. Some have well-designed curricula and good
outcomes for students. Others have disjointed
coursework and few success stories.
Ideally, career academies would enroll students
who have applied and are interested in the specialty being taught. But in reality, about half of
career academies—Manley, Tilden, Richards and
Farragut—function as neighborhood high schools
that take all comers, whether or not students are
interested in the career tracks offered.
All students at career academies enter careeroriented classes their sophomore year, but schools
differ widely when it comes to the number of students who complete the career sequences. The
program is designed to have students take an orientation course during their sophomore year, a
basic career training course as juniors and
advanced training as seniors. Under this scenario,
a third of those enrolled would complete the
sequence each year. But that rarely happens.
At the best of the career academies, like Dunbar
in the South Side neighborhood of Douglas, about
21 percent of those who enroll in classes complete
the sequences, compared to just 8 percent at Farragut, according to a Catalyst analysis.
Sullivan High’s Health and Medical Careers
Academy is one of the district’s more successful
programs, boasting a 30 percent completion rate
for students who enroll.
To be admitted to the Sullivan program, students
must have above-average scores on standardized

ENROLLMENT DOWN, FEW FINISH
Completed program

2004

2,504

2005

3,412

2006

3,177

2007

3,467

2008

3,108

Enrolled, but did not complete in this year

29,543
30,724
28,294
26,413
24,414

Note: Enrollment data include sophomores, juniors and seniors. In
order to complete the program, a student would have to be enrolled
for the entire sequence.
Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of Chicago Public Schools data
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WHAT CAREER ACADEMIES LOOK LIKE
Chicago has 10 career academies, most on the South
Side. Ideally, these schools would operate similar to magnets, with students applying to enroll. But half function
as neighborhood schools, in which students choose from
several career tracks, whether or not they have an interest in any of the fields. The schools have a higher percentage of black students and higher graduation rates
when compared to the district, but lower test scores.
DISPROPORTIONATELY BLACK
Career academies

Black
Latino
Other

All CPS

46%

57%
37%
39%

Graduation rate

62%

55%

Meeting/exceeding
state standards

23%

34%

Note: Data do not include ACE Tech Charter and Austin Polytech, which
are new and do not have complete data.
Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS data for 2008

at Wright College, (a City College of Chicago) and
became a certified nursing assistant. This will give
her a leg up on a good job when she goes to college.
Ginsberg says all of her students aspire to
become either a physician, a nurse with a specialty
or a veterinarian. Indeed, district data show that
nearly all of Sullivan’s medical academy graduates
go on to enroll in college.
But those who don’t go on to college have other
options. According to the American Medical Association, the starting salary for a medical assistant is
$28,000. In fact, medical careers are one area where
jobs are plentiful. The state estimates that on a daily
basis, Illinois hospitals need 1,000 nurses; across
the board, medical staff are in short supply.
SULLIVAN’S SUCCESS IS NOT THE NORM, HOWEVER. More

typical is Richards Career Academy, where attendance boundaries, rather than career interests,
determine who enrolls.
Many students who show up don’t know that
they have to enroll in one of Richards’ four career

career tracks that would train students for jobs
right out of high school.
“There are wonderful trade and technical
schools,” she says. “I want to make sure that we
have electricians and carpenters. Kids need to
know that these are not second-class careers.”
MAKING SURE THAT CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION

leads to something tangible for students is a challenge across the nation. A report released in July on
the state of career and technical education in New
York City revealed problems similar to those in
Chicago, particularly problems integrating career
training and curricula for core courses.
Career and technical education schools that
are considered model put a lot of effort in building relationships with businesses. Massachusetts
has made it a requirement that every program
have an advisory committee with industry leaders as members.
Michael Ananis, executive director at Rindge
School of Technical Arts in Cambridge, Mass. says

LESS-POPULAR PROGRAMS YIELD BETTER RESULTS
Career and technical programs that students are most likely
to finish, such as programs in culinary arts and information
processing, are less likely to lead to steady jobs and good
salaries. One example of the reverse effect: Just nine
students completed the electrician program at Simeon in
2006, and three of them went straight into the workforce,
earning an average of $34,000 the year after graduation.
Program
graduates

Top 10 programs
1,776
Bottom 10 programs 94

Grads not
in college

46%
67%

Working Median salary for
for a year grads not in college

18%
26%

$12,023
$17,430

Note: Top 10 and bottom 10 programs determined by number of
students who completed the program and graduated.
Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS and Illinois Department of
Employment Security data for 2006

WHO EARNS MORE THAN MINIMUM WAGE
The median annual income in 2006 for graduates who
completed career and technical education programs was
a paltry $12,847. Many of these workers were not full
time and made less than the $16,000 a worker would
earn at minimum wage for full-time work. However, 10
jobs yielded higher-than-average earnings for graduates
who opted out of college.
OCCUPATION
Sheet metal worker
Electrician
Machine operator
Child care worker
Painting and decorating
Computer programming
Licensed practical nurse
Agriculture
Cabinet-making
HVAC refrigeration

MEDIAN EARNINGS
$57,901
$33,656
$20,585
$18,250
$17,248
$15,509
$14,321
$13,425
$13,211
$13,194

Note: Data are for students who worked continuously throughout the
year, but not necessarily full time.
Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS and Illinois Department of
Employment Security data for 2006
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“I want to make sure that we have electricians and carpenters. Kids
need to know that these are not second-class careers.”
Mary Dolan, assistant principal, Richards Career Academy
programs. And given space constraints, there is no
guarantee that they will get the major they want.
Finding teachers and setting students up with
internships is often a problem. When a computer
science teacher left the school, administrators had
a tough time finding a replacement, so the program was scrapped and students simply
transferred to the school’s culinary arts program.
Richards is just now trying to build up its
internship program, says Assistant Principal Mary
Dolan. The problems wear on the students.
Senior Maria Dell-Martinez says she chose the
medical career program because her aunt is in the
field. But much of the program has been a disappointment, she notes. The medical careers teacher
was deployed to Iraq and has been gone for 18
months. During that time, students dropped out of
the program. Internships never came through.
Job prospects, too, are uneven. While culinary
arts and medical assistant training can lead to jobs
straight out of high school, law and accounting are
fairly useless without at least an associate’s
degree—and two-thirds of Richards graduates do
not enroll in college.
Dolan wonders whether students would be better served with career tracks in fields that do not
require college. She suggests that the school consider becoming a hospitality academy—several
years ago, she notes, Richards got two new stainless steel chef’s kitchens.
But she also sees the value in adding more

these committees help seniors get internships and
graduates land jobs. Every Rindge graduate who
completes the career and technical program earns
an industry-recognized credential that is issued by
the state’s Department of Education.
Several states, including Massachusetts, Alabama and Florida, have recently changed their
policies to spell out more clearly what their expectations are for career and technical education.
Florida, for example, now requires two-thirds of
students in career majors to earn industry certification or college credit after four years; programs
that don’t meet the requirement will be scrapped.
The report also points out that for the first time,
the federal Perkins grant for career and technical
education now allows states to use the money to
review curricula and make sure it is rigorous and
in line with other reform efforts.
Illinois has an effort underway to revitalize
career-oriented curricula, but it is voluntary and
doesn’t have much muscle.
Although Wine-Banks notes that not every field
issues credentials, she also says more students
should complete career tracks and have something
to show for it when they graduate. Graduates also
ought to have a good line on a job, she adds. To that
end, her department created a formula to determine
which career majors would lead to job opportunities,
Wine-Banks explains, but ran into political barriers
when it tried to shut down ineffective programs.
Kelly Sparks, who oversees research for the

Cosmetology students from Chicago Vocational Career Academy in Calumet Heights show off their salon talents at the annual high school fair, held in October at McCormick Place.
School recruiters hope their career training programs will encourage students to apply. [Photo by John Booz]
Office of High Schools, is keeping an eye on how
career majors line up with available jobs, using
employment reports from the Illinois Department
of Employment Security. The office will also make
sure students take career courses in the right
sequence; in the past, some students took
advanced classes before passing the basics.
Accountability will be a priority moving forward, says Kelly. “This is a major policy change
coming down the pike,” she says.
In initial discussions with principals about
retooling career ed, Darnieder says he hasn’t
encountered much resistance. Another change in
the works regarding funding is aimed at ensuring
that schools comply with the new quality controls.

Currently, schools use federal funds to pay for
all equipment, supplies and training for career and
technical education. Darnieder says he might
make principals pick up part of the tab, which he
thinks would ensure their buy-in to the program.
“Right now, they are getting money and don’t
have to put anything forward,” he says.
Sparks says it is particularly important to her and
Darnieder that career programs provide a solid path
to good jobs for students who don’t enroll in college.
“We need them to have employable skills,” she says.
The need for these changes is real. The story of
Jesus Garcia at Richards is an example.
Garcia is an earnest young man with good grades
who is president of Richards’ student development

committee. He’s an accounting major, a career track
that only one in four students completes. As graduation looms on the horizon, Garcia has no definite
plan for what he’s going to do after high school.
He’s thinking about taking classes at a community college, but his priority is to get a job. His
mother needs help making ends meet, he says.
“She has worked too hard for too long.”
But after four years at Richards, Garcia is still
clueless about where to look for a job and what he’s
capable of doing. He has no credentials or work
experience in accounting or bookkeeping.
Says Garcia, “I really don’t have any ideas.”
karp@catalyst-chicago.org
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College versus career
Efforts to improve career education are often
complicated by concerns that certain students
will be steered away from college
By Sarah Karp

W

alk into any CPS high
school and you’re likely
to see college banners as
well as posters urging
students to fill out financial aid
forms or go on college tours.
The message is loud and clear:
College is the path to success.
The displays underscore an ongoing tension about the value of career
and technical education in a society
that promotes a bachelor’s degree as
the best route to a good job. In a
recent broadcast of the ABC newsmagazine “20/20,” some experts
challenged that conventional wisdom with the assertion that some
students may earn more, and do better career-wise, without college.
In CPS, however, the push for college has taken center stage, putting
career education on the back burner.
Over the past four years, the rate of
college-goers from CPS has risen by 7
percentage points, while the rate of
graduates completing career and
technical education programs has
only increased 5 points. The number
of students enrolled in these classes
has declined 18 percent since 2004.
The trend is the same on a
national level. “We have de-emphasized and de-funded traditional
vocational education,” says Carrie
Thomas, associate director of the
Chicago Jobs Council. “People are
not interested in these careers, and
our systems aren’t doing a good job
of talking about them, making them
seem attractive to students and
making them accessible.”
Federal and state funding for
career programs has been flat for
over a decade, says Thomas Hott,
executive director of the Illinois
Association on Career and Technical
Education, the state’s chapter of a
national advocacy group. Especially

10 Catalyst In Depth January/February 2009

during the past four years, advocates
had to fight former president George
W. Bush’s administration to keep
funding level.
Hott says his organization must
also convince lawmakers, educators
and parents that technical and
career programs are valuable. “Only
about 25 percent of careers need a
college degree,” he points out.
Craig Chico, president and CEO
of the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council, says many students
he meets see college as the only
viable route to a good job. Yet they
lack the strong academic background to be successful in a fouryear institution.
“We are setting them up for failure,” he says. “I know a lot of damn
good tradesmen, who work good
hours and make six figures. But yet,
we tell these kids to go to college and
then when they can't make it, they
feel like they failed.”
Valencia Rogers, career development facilitator at Crane High on the
Near West Side, says the issue is not
just about students’ academic
potential. “A reality exists,” she
observes. “Many of these students
won’t be able to afford college. Then
what are they going to do? I have
seen kids with a full ride to college
and no bus fare to get there. They
have to have something to turn to.”
Only 35 percent of Crane graduates went to college last year.
But Sean Stallings, principal of
Manley Career Academy in East
Garfield Park, couldn’t disagree more
with the idea of directing students
into the work world rather than college. His strategy over the past two
years has been to prepare students
for college by participating in High
School Transformation so that students get more rigorous curricula,
and by launching small learning
communities for freshmen and

OUT OF SCHOOL AND WORK
Among young people age 16 to 19 in Chicago, high school graduates not enrolled in
school fare almost as badly as dropouts when they try to find work.
16- TO 19-YEAR-OLDS NOT ENROLLED IN SCHOOL AND NOT WORKING
H.S. grads

57%
72%

Dropouts
Source: American Community Survey, U.S. Census, 2007

NO NEXT STEPS FOR SOME HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES
CPS officials say that students who don’t enroll in college should get some significant, solid
career and technical education. Yet over the past four years, some 31,000 students
graduated but did not go to college and had no career or technical training.
NON-COLLEGE-BOUND GRADUATES
H.S. grads not in college, no career or technical training

Not in college but have completed career training

2004
2005
2006
2007

86%

10,304

81%
83%
82%

9,542
9,034
8,835

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS data

sophomores so that they get more
support from teachers.
Stallings’ work is paying off: Nearly half of graduates in 2007 enrolled
in college, compared to less then a
third four years ago. While Stallings
supports Manley’s career programs,
especially the off-campus, hands-on
work experience provided for some
seniors, he is adamant that students
should not be steered away from
preparing for college.
“We are all entitled to our own
opinions, and I think every child
should go to college,” he says. “Imagine if it were your child who didn't get
invited on the college tour and
instead was told ‘Let's go out and look
at this workplace.’ We do not want our
guidance counselors to become
judges [of students’ potential].”
The message that college is paramount resonates with communities, too.
CPS administrators got that message as they discussed the opening
of the rebuilt Westinghouse High on

the West Side. In 2005, district officials announced plans to tear down
the old building—which featured
trade programs from woodworking
and fashion design to cosmetology
and food service—and replace it
with a new $110 million high school
that would be split between a vocational school and a selective school.
Janice Jackson, slated to become
the principal of the new Westinghouse
when it opens in 2009, says the community was only interested in preparing students for careers in which the
next logical step was post-secondary
education. To that end, they picked
radio/TV broadcasting, with an
emphasis on journalism; a medical
academy; and computer networking.
The goal, Jackson says, is to prepare students for “a competitive
journalism school and internship
programs [that] right now, CPS students don't even participate in.”
karp@catalyst-chicago.org

Workers in short supply
Mayor's office wants stakeholders to train students for high-demand fields that don't require degrees
By Sarah Karp

REAL WORK

B

ehind the city’s hard sell to
be selected as the host city
for the 2016 Olympics, Mayor Richard M. Daley is
working with business leaders to
make sure that Chicago has an
ample supply of hospitality workers
to take care of tourists.
Hospitality is one of the four
shortage areas that are the focus of
the city’s effort to revamp workforce
development, including career training in Chicago’s public schools. The
other areas are nursing, transportation and technology.
The campaign stems from the
need to close a statewide deficit of
so-called middle-skill workers—
those who have a high school diploma and some additional training,
but no college degree.
“The question is, ‘Why have we
failed to connect [prospective workers] to these jobs?’ ” says Evelyn Diaz,
the mayor’s point person on the
campaign, called Project LEADS, an
acronym for Leading Economic
Advancement, Development and
Sustainability.
One answer is the lack of solid
information about which training
programs are successful and where
they lead, especially given the
range of public entities that provide
training, including CPS, City Colleges of Chicago, the Mayor’s Office
of Workforce Development, the Illinois Department of Labor and the
city’s Department of Children and
Youth Services.
So a key goal of LEADS is to get a
handle on training and outcomes. To
that end, the mayor’s office is creating a research unit to gather and
analyze data from the city’s various
workforce development programs,
says Larry Stanton, former chief officer of planning and development for
CPS, who is heading the effort as a
consultant. The Joyce Foundation
provided funding for the venture.

Chicago has launched an initiative to
revamp workforce training and has prioritized four high-demand career
fields that do not require college: nursing, hospitality, transportation and
technology. Other high-demand fields
require mid-level skills and some training beyond high school, but not a fouryear degree. Yet CPS’ career and technical education does not focus on
these industries.
CPS PIPELINE FOR HIGH-DEMAND JOBS
Career ed grads prepared for high-demand jobs

Program
graduates

45%

3,500

Source: Catalyst Chicago analysis of CPS data for
2007-2008; 2008 report “Illinois’ Forgotten
Middle Skills Jobs.”

Simeon Career Academy senior Shanequa Sheard works in shop class. In September
2003, Simeon opened in a brand new $40 million building featuring state-of-the-art
facilities focused on career and technical education. [Photo by Jason Geil]
Stanton says all of the entities
have agreed to turn over information.
He is in negotiations with a local university to conduct the work, which
could be up and running by July.
Another problem, Diaz says, is a
lack of focus, which leads to a disconnect between the training offered and
the jobs that are available. LEADS is
prodding workforce development
agencies and schools to focus on promoting and training in the four priority fields where they expect available
jobs to grow over the next decade.

Through this initiative, the city has
been instrumental in helping community colleges and businesses open
up seats in apprenticeships and training programs, to get more low-skilled
workers ready for these jobs. But Diaz
says this is a short-term strategy.
In the long run, schools are
expected to play their part. “They
provide the pipeline of students,”
she says. “If students are not interested in these careers and are not qualified to go into them, then we have
positions left open.”

At the moment, the district’s traditional career and technical education programs are not training many
students for these careers. In 2007,
fewer than 1,000 students completed
programs in any one of the four key
areas. Meanwhile, there were
325,000 jobs in hospitality, transportation and nursing in March
2008, accounting for a third of all
jobs in Chicago, according to the Illinois Department of Labor Statistics.
(The department does not provide
similar detail for technology jobs.)
Only 10 students in CPS completed majors in transportation logistics,
though Chicago is a crossroads for
several major highways and rail
lines. And only about 300 students
completed programs in medicalrelated fields, despite the shortage of
hundreds of nurses.
Diaz and the Mayor’s Office of
Workforce Development are working
with CPS officials to create new
career academies focused on these
areas. By next year, the first academy,
in transportation, is set to open. (See
related story on page 15.)
These highly specialized career
academies, however, will only serve
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At Sullivan High’s Medical and Health Careers Academy, seniors Darrington Reneau, Jamila Wesley and Sergio Diaz practice post-surgical suturing on a mannequin, using real
surgical instruments. [Photo courtesy of David Boby]
about 600 students apiece—too few
to reach a critical mass and fill the
available jobs. Diaz and CPS officials
are still trying to figure out how to
train more students.
A SEPTEMBER 2008 REPORT, “Illinois’

Forgotten Middle-Skill Jobs,” noted
the lack of workers in 30 jobs that
offer attractive wages. Among them
are nursing and transportation, but
other careers, such as carpentry and
firefighting, were also noted.
About one in four city high schools
offer career and technical education
classes in one of the middle-skills
career paths noted in the report.
Cheryl Freeman-Smith, director
of workforce development for the
Chicago Urban League, says young
people could get a leg up on careers
if CPS connected them with employers and created niche programs.
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The Chicago Urban League has
taken on the task, she notes. One
program, for instance, is tied to
British Petroleum’s refinery in Whiting, Ind. Participants train for one
year to earn certification as a process
technician and can earn $45,000.
After two years, they earn an associate’s degree and can earn $65,000.
(BP built a $200,000 training lab at
Olive-Harvey College.)
“Much of what the participants
learn, they could learn in high school
and walk out ready to work,” Freeman-Smith says.
Chicago schools are part of a
statewide problem. In 2004, 51 percent of the jobs in the state required
middle-level skills; but only 43 percent of workers had those skills. This
gap between supply and demand is
projected to grow even larger over
the next decade. Nationally, the gap

is only 2 percentage points, according to the report.
Some middle-skills jobs are
recession-proof, such as those in
health care and transportation. But
industries that have lost jobs during
the recent downturn will come back,
says Andrea Ray, a regional field
director for The Workforce Alliance, a
national coalition of groups involved
in workforce development. Ray is
based in Chicago and contributed to
the middle-skills report.
Federal economic stimulus legislation is likely to include funding for
jobs to rebuild infrastructure and for
investment in clean energy, creating
so-called green jobs. Over half of
jobs in the green economy will be at
the middle-skills level, says Ray.
Dan Swinney, executive director
of the Chicago Manufacturing Renaissance Council, says he would love

to see Chicago become a hub for this
green technology.
He dreams of seeing old industrial parks in Austin on the West Side
being turned into wide stretches of
wind turbines, producing energy.
But he wonders if Chicago has a
workforce that is ready to build and
maintain these parks.
“If we could teach young people
how to build and work in green
technology, we could open up
doors,” Swinney says. “We could be
a world leader.”
Says Ray: “We are going to need
engineers and architects. But there’s
also a place for the assemblers. It is
like a football team. You can’t just
have the quarterback. You have to
have some other players to move the
football down the field.”
karp@catalyst-chicago.org

Good internships scarce
Work experience is an essential component of solid
career education, yet schools have a tough time
recruiting employers that offer the right fit
By Phuong Ly

F

or high school students,
internships can be the best
introduction to a possible
career path and an important step in getting job-ready.
Take Angela Hereford. When she
was a sophomore at Young Women’s
Leadership Charter School, she initially
had her sights set on becoming a
lawyer and, as part of the school’s internship program, was hoping for a position at a law firm. What she got was
a job at the nonprofit Illinois Caucus
for Adolescent Health. Even in that setting, she felt intimidated and couldn’t
bring herself to ask questions.
But her career plans changed and
her confidence grew over the course
of her internship. Now a senior, Hereford says it was one of the best experiences she has had at the school. “I
learned how to speak up more and
how to respond without the age difference being any problem,” she recalls.
As she applies to colleges this year, she
says she’s thinking about a career in
nonprofits or advocacy work.
Hereford is one of the fortunate few.
She attends a school that has prioritized
work experience, even as it focuses on
college preparation. In their first semester, sophomores take a seminar
on resume writing, interviewing and
other job-preparation skills. During
their second semester, they work as unpaid interns one afternoon a week. A
part-time internship coordinator works
to find jobs, cement relationships and
fix problems when they arise. The program also gets an assist from the school’s
influential board of directors, who ply
their networks for opportunities.
Internships “are a fundamental
part of our school vision,” says Carmen Ocon, the internship coordinator. “We want them to extend their
schooling experience right into the
world and see how the society

around them functions. We want
them to get started in thinking about
what professions they might pursue.”
Despite the school’s heavy investment, internships still can be hard to line
up. For some businesses, the hours are
not enough or are at the wrong time.
Others worry about the maturity of a 15or 16-year-old. Many who do take
Young Women’s interns (including Catalyst Chicago) are nonprofits.
Kris Zimmermann, assistant director of the Center for Research on
Women and Gender at the University
of Illinois at Chicago, says one of the
biggest challenges is making sure the
students know what is expected of
them. One girl didn’t bother to call
when she was absent; the issue had to
be resolved with a school counselor.
Zimmermann adds that it can be difficult to create an enriching
experience for the students,
too. “It’s a learning experience
for both of us,” she says.
The center decided to
stay in the program, she
says, because it aligns with
the center’s mission—improving the
lives of women and girls. “They need
to experience the work world as a way
to help them develop,” she says.

that allows students to leave early in
the afternoon to work at places such
as daycare centers and grocery stores.
Victoria Coney, who teaches the Work
Experience and Career Exploration
class, says even the simplest job can
teach a student valuable skills.
“This helps make them responsible,” she says. “It keeps them excited
about school.” Twelve other CPS
schools offer the class, which is statefunded and aimed at 14- and 15-yearolds who are at risk of dropping out.
But with the economic downturn,
it’s getting harder to place students
anywhere. This year, just 11 of the 19
Simeon students who signed up for
the career exploration class have
jobs. Usually, nearly all are working.
“For the jobs that I’m looking for [to
place] my students, there are adults
waiting for those jobs,” Coney says.
The culinary arts academy at
Simeon is part of a program called
Pro Start in which students can earn
a nationally recognized certificate
that qualifies them for special schol-

For Garrick Turner, a one-week internship during the Christmas break
at downtown restaurant Carnivale
helped him get a full scholarship to the
Illinois Institute of Art, worth $75,000.
At the end of the week, the restaurant
asked him to stay on, which he did for
more than two months, chopping
vegetables and meat without pay but
getting valuable experience.
“It wasn’t so much about getting
paid as it was about learning the business and broadening my horizons,”
he says. The internship led to a paid
job at a catering business. Then Turner went on to win that full scholarship.
HOWEVER, SOME STUDENTS cannot afford
to take an internship if it doesn’t pay.
Camille Holmes, career and technical
education facilitator at Clemente High
School, reports that only three or four
students in her programs do an internship each year.
“I try to encourage them, but I’m
also being realistic,” she says. “If they
have other commitments, such as

“We want [students] to extend their schooling experience right
into the world and see how the society around them functions.”

SIMEON CAREER ACADEMY faces a stiffer
challenge: tailoring work experience
to a student’s career track.
Diane Fleming-Coker, head of
Simeon’s finance academy, says that
about a third of the 25 seniors who will
graduate this year from that career
track have held jobs that weren’t
directly related to the field. They’ve
worked at grocery or retail stores.
But next year, the school is seeking
to partner with Northern Trust Bank
to give students paid internships that
begin before the school day is over.
The early start is a plus for students
involved in extracurricular activities.
The school already has one class

Carmen Ocon, internship coordinator, Young Women’s Leadership Charter
arships and credit from colleges and
universities across the country. Work
experience—a total of 400 hours
over two years—is mandatory.
Many students get their hours by
attending weekend training sessions
and volunteering to staff events
sponsored by the Illinois Restaurant
Association. Others hold afterschool jobs at places like Potbelly’s or
Wendy’s. Some do internships at
high-end restaurants or hotels during Christmas break, a time when
businesses need more workers and
teenagers are most available.
If need be, academy head Loretta
Johnson will put them to work in the
school’s catering business. “It’s not
paid, but they can use this to decide,
‘Is this what I like to do?’” Johnson
says. “Even if it isn’t, you can still
have it on your resume.”

food for their family, I understand.”
As a stand-in, Clemente has
arranged job-shadowing days at places
such as Charlie Trotter’s restaurant
and Hyatt hotels for culinary students
and Midwest Folding Company for
drafting students. “It’s a crash course
in that job,” Holmes says.
Clemente teachers also try to make
the classroom experience more practical than theoretical. In each of the career tracks—culinary arts, fashion design, architecture, information technology, carpentry and business network design—students imagine, design and create their own projects.
“It gives them more motivation,”
says Holmes. “They fare better in the
class, and they’re committed to it.”
In other words, it’s like an internship.
Phuong Ly is a Chicago-based freelance writer.
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Renaissance workforce
Chicago’s newest high schools are looking to reinvent career education

Students from Austin Polytech tour the Goose Island Brewing Company to learn beverage manufacturing. The city’s newest career-oriented high school offers classes in high-tech
manufacturing and has a corps of 20 students overseeing the design, marketing and manufacturing of their own soft drink. [Photo by Jason Geil]

By John Myers

L

ess than a year out of high
school, 19-year-old Tremaine
Hemingway makes $14 an hour
wiring fire alarms and other
electrical components inside Trump
Tower. In four years, he expects to
complete his apprenticeship with Local 134 of the International Brotherhood
of Electrical Workers and earn closer to
$36 an hour, plus benefits, through
his current employer, Huen Electric.
It’s a career trajectory custom-built
at Hemingway’s alma mater, ACE Tech,
a South Side charter high school focused on the building trades. The
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school, now in its fifth year, is at the
forefront of Chicago’s effort to reinvent
vocational education with deeper
connections between schools and
businesses.
For Hemingway, those ties are paying off. Maurice King, a recruitment officer with Local 134, works closely with
the school and talked Hemingway into
taking the aptitude test for the apprenticeship program. Michael Hughes, the vice president of Huen and
now Hemingway’s boss, serves on the
board of directors at ACE.
“From the first day I went to ACE,
I was learning at least a little about
the trade,” says Hemingway. Noting
King’s mentorship, Hemingway adds,

“He’s not just trying to get us in, but
give us a helping hand.”
In a bid to transform vocational education, CPS and the Mayor’s Office of
Workforce Development are opening
more schools like ACE under Renaissance 2010, its controversial program
to close low-performing schools and
replace them with innovative, new
schools. Many of these schools focus
on specific careers, and because they’re
starting from scratch, offer the city a
chance to get career education right.
That means, according to experts,
forging business partnerships that
lead to quality internships for students, picking staff with strong industry backgrounds and developing a

system to provide students with credentials based on national standards.
In picking industries, CPS is guided by the city’s workforce development
planning team, called Project LEADS,
for Leading Economic Advancement,
Development and Sustainability. [See
story on page x.]
In 2008, CPS sought proposals for
new schools in hospitality and tourism
(expected to boom should the city
win its bid to host the 2016 Olympics);
manufacturing; medical and health
sciences; transit and logistics; and
technology. Four proposals fit the bill
and are slated to open this fall and
next. [See sidebar.]
Robert Ivry, an expert on career ed-

Career ed programs in the works
ucation and senior vice president for
the research nonprofit MDRC (formerly known as Manpower Demonstration Research Corp.), says the chief
strength of the new schools strategy is
its potential for developing curricula
that are broad and rigorous enough to
prepare students for college yet cohesive and career-focused so that students are prepped for jobs.
Small schools, he adds, provide
students with a more personalized
environment, where stronger relationships between students and teachers can increase the odds that students
seek out and land internships.
Calling small schools and internships “steps in the right direction,” he
acknowledges that they cannot overcome poor instruction.
CPS, however, is sold on its strategy.
OPENED IN 2004, just months after May-

or Richard M. Daley announced Renaissance 2010, ACE Tech is still struggling to arrange high-quality internships: Just 26 of nearly 200 juniors and
seniors landed full-time summer internships in 2008. Director of Education Dan Kramer wants to hire an internship coordinator soon. “Someone has to own this,” he says.
The graduation rate for the school’s
first crop of seniors was a disappointment as well—55 percent, according to the state. (Kramer says
the state’s formula puts ACE at a disadvantage because the school rarely
accepts upperclassmen who want to
transfer into the school; elsewhere,
such transfers can balance out
dropouts in the earlier grades.)
But ACE has scored successes, too.
It has strong ties to the building trades.
For example, Thomas Villanova, president of the Chicago & Cook County
Building & Construction Trades Council, sits on its board of directors.
ACE leverages this star power to offer students job-shadowing and presentations by tradesmen and business
leaders. Union representatives encourage students like Hemingway to
take the aptitude tests needed to land
apprenticeships in plumbing, electrical
work and other well-paid professions.
Business leaders help to ensure
that coursework matches industry
needs. For example, ACE developed its
own credential in reading blueprints,
based on input from building con-

tractors who reported wasting weeks
training new hires in the skill.
Jerome Thymes, an architect
turned teacher, now teaches a “class
within a class” in his architecture
course and offers students a chance to
take a test in reading blueprints so
they can earn the school’s certification.
The unique skills developed at ACE
helped senior Edson Hernandez score
an internship last summer with prominent architectural firm Skidmore, Owings and Merrill. The three-month
job paid $15 an hour, and put Hernandez to work using computer-assisted design to correct blueprints for
a tower in Saudi Arabia. Hernandez
also credits Thymes with pushing him
to perfect the art of making models, a
crucial skill for landing a job in the architectural field.
Not every student will develop a
strong interest in the trades taught at
ACE, Kramer acknowledges. “We’re
realistic that 8th-graders may not
know what career they’re interested
in.” He also stresses that the school is
a “college and/or career” program.
MANUFACTURING LOSSES HAVE PILED UP

on the city’s West Side, with an estimated 20,000 jobs shrinking to around
3,000 since the 1980s. Yet backers of a
new small school in Austin believe they
are on the road to recovery.
Austin Polytech is the brainchild of
Dan Swinney, executive director of the
Chicago Manufacturing Renaissance
Council. Swinney envisions a symbiotic
relationship in which schools churn out
skilled graduates for manufacturers,
who in turn renew the community
with a base of good-paying jobs.
Polytech, one of three small schools
that replaced the old Austin High
School, gained credence in the community when President Barack Obama praised the school for its unique efforts to marry education and community-based economic development. The early endorsement has
Swinney’s group chatting up community groups elsewhere in the city to
set up similar schools.
Students take one pre-engineering
course at each grade level, with juniors
clocking hours learning computer-assisted design and sitting for a skills test
that could get them an entry-level
manufacturing job. The coursework
was developed by Project Lead the

CHICAGO ACADEMY FOR ADVANCED TECHNOLOGY
OPENING: Fall 2009; location TBD
MANAGEMENT: Contract school, Center for Polytechnical Education
DESCRIPTION: The city and backers of Austin Polytech will open an Information Technology high school
in partnership with dozens of tech companies, including heavy hitters like Google and Boeing. The school,
an offshoot of high-tech manufacturing apostle Dan Swinney’s Center for Labor and Community Research,
will train graduates for entry-level work in computer networking, programming, interactive media and
database management. Coursework will align with national standards developed by two recognized computer science and machinery associations, and students will have the opportunity to earn nationally recognized credentials in the field. Designers also are partnering with the Chicago School of Professional Psychology and a group in Seattle to develop fast-track interventions to build students’ basic skills.

TRANSPORTATION ACADEMY OF CHICAGO
OPENING: Fall 2010; location TBD
MANAGEMENT: Performance school, CPS
DESCRIPTION: The district will launch the Transportation Academy in collaboration with the Chicago
Transit Authority and other transit groups. Arlana Bedard, slated to be the school’s first principal, says
the school is aiming for a downtown location. The academy, she adds, will focus coursework, professional learning experiences and student credentialing on electronics, computer networking and logistics. Affiliations with community colleges and professional training programs will allow students to take
college-level coursework and help the school find certified and knowledgeable teachers.

INSTITUTO HEALTH SCIENCES CAREER ACADEMY
OPENING: Fall 2010; location TBD
MANAGEMENT: Contract school, Instituto Del Progreso Latino
DESCRIPTION: Instituto Del Progreso Latino, a family services organization that helps immigrants settle on Chicago’s Southwest Side, will open a healthcare career academy in partnership with the Metropolitan Chicago Healthcare Council, National Louis University and other groups. With the help of Chicago
LEADS (Leading Economic Advancement, Development and Sustainability), the school is building relationships with hospitals, biotech firms and other healthcare outfits that planners say will translate into meaningful internship experiences. Students will have a chance to earn certification in nursing, health technology and health services administration. Instituto President & CEO Juan Salgado says the school will focus
on family engagement, also providing workforce development programs for parents.

UNO CHARTER ACADEMY
OPENING: Fall 2010; location TBD in Gage Park
MANAGEMENT: Charter school, UNO Charter School Network
DESCRIPTION: If the city wins its bid to host the 2016 Olympics, graduates of the UNO Charter Academy in Gage Park will be well positioned. The school will stretch its college preparatory curriculum to
include career training for the hospitality business—an industry expected to blossom with the hosting
of the Olympics.

Way, a New York-based nonprofit that
has brought pre-engineering programs
to nearly 3,000 schools nationwide.
To date, there are few measures of the
school’s effectiveness. Only freshmen
and sophomores are enrolled this year.
But a majority of students surveyed by
the district reported that the school is
safe and teachers are supportive.
Industry ties include the Illinois
Manufacturers Association and nearly 50 corporate partners. The partnerships have jump-started Polytech’s
plans to provide work experience for
every junior. Chuck Simpson, who is
heading up Polytech’s internship program, says 30 sophomores will pilot it
this spring through job-shadowing
and Saturday sessions on resume

writing and professional expectations.
Swinney has also leveraged a personal connection into an opportunity that has several students thinking
big. Through an after-school program,
Goose Island Brewery has put 20 students to work designing, marketing
and eventually manufacturing their
own brand of soda pop.
The project has Teira Sandifer, 15,
feeling optimistic about her career
goal, electrical engineering. “We’ll
have the job for the rest of high school,”
she says. “When we leave high school,
we can still have it. Austin is getting us
ready. They’re giving us jobs that we
can just carry on.”
myers@catalyst-chicago.org
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