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Tuesday, October 14, 2019 

Dear Friends, 

On Saturday September 28th CPS and the Board of Education evicted Manufacturing Renaissance (MR) from CPS 
properties and prohibited us for continuing our Manufacturing Connect programs on CPS property ending a 14-
year partnership. We’ve received no explanation. 

As of this school year, we were offering program services at Austin College & Career Academy, Bowen High 
School and Prosser Career Academy. We are now reorganizing as an afterschool program. We are working with 
the Chicagoland Manufacturing Renaissance Council, including members Austin Coming Together, West Side 
Forward, Freedman Seating, Jane Addams Resource Corporation to continue to build the connection between 
the Austin community, it’s youth and manufacturing companies in the Chicago area.  

For nearly 20 years, a key strategy of MR’s work has been to improve the connection of our public education 
system to the manufacturing sector for the benefit of both. Investing in public education is the only way to 
address the skills gap (20,000 jobs in manufacturing in our region going unfilled). To this end we’ll continue to 
look for opportunities to work with the public school system and we’ll continue to work to raise the bar while 
eroding the silos in education, training, and youth development related to expanding access to career pathways 
in manufacturing. We will continually look for ways to work with the city administration and Mayor Lightfoot, 
particularly in the areas that we know she has expressed commitment to support: strengthening our 
manufacturing sector, and building a high-performance education and workforce infrastructure related to 
manufacturing that serves our youth and builds our communities.   

I have almost 50 years of life and work that I’ve invested in Austin. I spent 13 years as a machinist and union 
leader in South Austin/North Lawndale. After forming Manufacturing Renaissance in 1983, I worked with all the 
organizations in efforts to prevent the loss of family supporting manufacturing jobs as factories closed on the 
West Side—companies like Taylor Forge, Brach Candy, Leaf Confectionary, Hotpoint, Playskool, and others.  
Austin went from being a community with 20,000 manufacturing jobs to a community with 3,000 manufacturing 
jobs. Fourteen years ago, as an organization, we focused our attention on investing in the Austin community and 
what was then Austin High School. We believe—and still do—that Austin deserves even more investment.  Our 
contribution was to focus on and raise awareness on the importance of re-building the educational 
infrastructure linked to manufacturing for the benefit of young people desperate for decent jobs, as well as for 
companies in the area that are desperate for talented and educated employees. 

We have been successful in doing just that. In 2000, we secured a $750,000 grant from the US Department of 
Labor to study the relationship of the public education to the manufacturing sector in Chicago.  We found a 
complete disconnect leaving thousands of jobs in manufacturing going unfilled while thousands of young people 
were desperate for a stable and secure career.  We documented the challenge.  We took a delegation to Europe 
and found inspiration in their models and applied what we learned in advancing a vision and a plan for 
reforming public education in Chicago—a study and plan that united such disparate groups as the Chicago 
Federation of Labor and the Illinois Manufacturer’s Association. This work gave rise to the Chicagoland 
Manufacturing Renaissance Council in 2005—a partnership still committed to fundamental reform in public 
education related to manufacturing.  

With an invitation from Arne Duncan—then CEO of Chicago Public Schools—we established Austin Polytechnical 
Academy in 2007 as a public high school that evolved into what is the Manufacturing Connect program in Austin 
College and Career Academy.  Since our program began in 2007, MR has raised over $5 million for career 
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program services to students and alumni. MR has recruited 140 manufacturers over the years to participate in 
helping us serve hundreds of CPS students through earning nationally recognized credentials (nearly 350 since 
2010), gaining multiple work experiences (over 600 since 2010), and getting exposed to the diverse 
opportunities in 21st century manufacturing.  Program alumni have secured full-time employment in 
manufacturing earning good wages and benefits (on average $14.88/hr, 1-year retention on the job). We are 
proud to continue to support our graduates and other youth as they continue their efforts in pursuing their 
careers through the Young Manufacturers Association. MR has earned broad support from community 
organizations, the business community, labor, and elected officials from all sectors. It’s been an honor for us to 
make this investment over the years to show proof of concept that with strategic investment in high-quality 
programming, we can grow the home-grown talent pool in Austin.   

We have been recognized for the quality of our innovative work and been able to bring a regional, national and 
international spotlight on this community and industry-supported work on the Westside of Chicago. The 
Manufacturing Connect program:  

• Was recognized by presidential candidate Obama as a national model in 2008;
• Was responsible for designing, installing and accrediting the machining facility at Austin high school. The

Austin machine shop had been one of few high schools in the State of Illinois with a shop and program
accredited by the National Institute for Metalworking Skills (NIMS);

• Hosted international visitors come to Austin to see what was going on firsthand including leaders from
Australia, South Africa, the Basque Country in Spain, Germany, and Italy.  We have been cultivating  a
formal partnership with the Basque Country in Spain—recognized as a center for Best Practices in
Europe;

• Hosted elected officials from the US Senate and House as well, the state, Cook County, and the West
Side to visit and support our efforts;

• Competed with over 400 school districts nationally (including CPS) to secure a federal grant of $2.7
million to support the development of our work in the Austin Community.  We allocated over $200,00 of
that money in a subgrant to CPS;

• Was recognized by Former Mayor Emanuel as “best practice” in his Program for Jobs and Economic
Development;

• Was recognized for Honorable Mention by the National Career Pathways Network for the Career
Pathway Partnership Excellence Award in 2017 and 2016;

• Has been the subject of numerous local and national articles and publications highlighting the unique
nature of program’s integration into community, education and workforce development efforts and/or
how the program serves as an example of best practice in career and technical education; and

• In the week we were evicted from CPS, were recognized by one of the cities’ top organizations in
manufacturing—Mhub—and awarded the Community Empowerment Award for 2019.

The most difficult aspect of this sudden eviction is the disinvestment in Austin College and Career Academy, it’s 
students, its administration, and its community. With this change, there’s a short-term loss of:  

• $500,000 in program services this year;
• The active engagement and link to over 40 manufacturing companies;
• Accreditation by the National Institute for Metalworking Skills and a highly skilled machining instructor;

and
• A team that would be organizing opportunities for paid work, internships, summer jobs, and a career

path for the future with wrap around services to young people to ensure that they get and keep jobs.
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Why do we think this happened? We don’t know. From what CPS told us in our last meeting on September 9 
and what we’ve gleaned from their comments to the press—here are the reasons they have suggested for 
ending the Manufacturing Connect program: 

• We didn’t have a lease: No one had ever asked us about having a lease. We would have happily signed
one if given the opportunity.

• We didn’t have a formal contract. We have the emails that document since June 2018, we were in the
process of developing a scope of services document at the invitation of CPS that was to serve as the
basis a contract that would have been taken to the Board of Education for approval. We were led to
believe that scope of services document was still in process up until Sept. 20th when we were notified
that CPS was no longer pursuing a contractual arrangement with MR. We were evicted one week later.
Meanwhile, everything we have done over the years has been with the invitation and direct support of
the CEO, the area Chief, and the principal.

• Adults in the building and background checks: Our staff in the buildings have undergone and passed
background checks for years.  We did serve CPS alumni and other local residents for career coaching and
supports during afterschool hours, in full view of school administration. We were never directly notified
by CPS that this activity was no longer permitted on school premises. We would have stopped and
relocated these activities immediately if we were notified to do so.

• A personnel issue: In May, female students reported to MR alleging inappropriate behavior by one of
our school-based personnel in Austin. This person had allegedly looked at students inappropriately,
called them “honey”, and generally made girls feel uncomfortable. We immediately reported this
information to the principal, even before we talked to our employee. Additionally, we notified two other
district administrators about the situation to convey that we would be completely cooperative with any
investigation. We also put the employee on leave pending the outcome of the investigation. We worked
in complete partnership with CPS administration on this issue. Our attorney talked with the Inspector
General’s office at the time and was assured that MR was not implicated in any way for handling this
situation inappropriately. Since this event we had never been notified by CPS as to any ongoing concern
or finding related to this incident.

For the last 20 years, we have been focused on closing the skills gap in manufacturing as an essential part of re-
building communities like Austin and the West Side. Companies need talent, and young people need great jobs.  
Attached is a recent letter from a senior at Austin College and Career Academy and his views on the recent chain 
of events.  We will keep you informed of developments. Don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions 
or suggestions. 

Sincerely, 

Dan Swinney 
Executive Director 
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A letter from James Nnabuihe:  A Senior at Austin College and Career Academy and 
a member of Manufacturing Connect

Since I first arrived at Austin College and Career Academy in 2016, I always praised the school for its 
viability in opportunism. I had two brothers who went to the school before I did and would return home 
with a robust overlay of events on their schedules; a testament to the fact that the school had many 
extracurriculars for them to indulge in. But no National Honors Society and no After School Matters 
program and no sport and no club and no postsecondary tutorship took as much of their free time—and, 
once I was their age, of OUR free time—as Manufacturing Connect.  

We grew up with Manufacturing Connect as a second home. We learned the staff’s names, jobs, and 
personalities; we made optimal use of what the program had to offer; we even pitched in for the program 
when they needed youth intervention. With the unmistakably valuable resources that they possessed in 
our hands, we were able to receive mentorships, engage with college students and career officials, tour 
manufacturing companies, access college facilities, learn career etiquette and assure ourselves that there 
is a well-paying, life-sustaining option for if college does not do well with us. Manufacturing Connect 
has been a fan favorite not only within my own family but within the previous ACCA classes that made 
use of them when they were in high school, and the majority of my class, which made use of 
Manufacturing Connect as well.  

Having the organization abruptly disappear and watching the executives of our school squirm as they 
cannot find the right answer for why this sudden change has occurred has been nightmarish. As of today 
that I am typing this, I do not even have a first-period classroom; several seniors in my school have a 
hole inside of their schedules because of the suddenness of this change. But schedules can be changed; 
that is the least of my worries. What I worry about most is how this change will affect the future 
students of ACCA. Without programs like PRIDE to teach us how to act in the workforce, or Job 
Internships to allow us to bear witness to the innermost structure of the business world, or Work Study 
to even get us into the business world in the first place, are we expected to pointlessly struggle more 
than we should?  

Personally, I feel like a compromise of this caliber to the opportunities of the students has to be caused 
by a misunderstanding of some sort, and I would love to know exactly what that misunderstanding is. I 
hope to hear that this decision is being reconsidered so that I can rest easy and attend school as a normal 
student who believes wholeheartedly in the integrity of the system. 

Thank you for your time,
James Nnabuihe 
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