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OPINION

It’s no secret that our region 
and state are continually 
seeking qualified employ-

ees at all levels. It’s often a 
major challenge for employ-
ers to find skilled people to fill 
existing jobs. As technology 
continues to rapidly change 
the world around us, how 
are we preparing our youth 
for future jobs and careers 
that don’t even exist today?

It’s something that 
has been weighing heav-
ily on our minds.

Just as the expectations for 
future leaders are different 
today than 50 years ago, so 
too must our student’s educa-
tional experience. Last fall, we 
gathered families, alumni, stu-
dents, teachers and commu-
nity leaders to determine what 
the region’s students will need 
to be successful in those future 
professions, economies and 

interrelationships. We all saw 
the need for something bigger 
and better. Our students — 
your students — deserve that.

Some recurring themes 
emerged from those vision-
ing sessions. We believe that 
tomorrow’s leaders will need:

• The ability to think 
critically and creatively.

• An entrepreneurial spirit.
• Constant curiosity.
• The ability to trans-

late theory into practice 
and apply lessons to real-
world problem solving.

• A global perspective 
and inclusive nature.

To teach students these 
important skills, we need to 
think beyond standardized 
test scores or rankings. We 
need to take a big-picture 
approach to education that 
better prepares today’s stu-
dents for their futures – what-
ever that may be. We need to 
think differently about educa-
tion, both in what we teach 
and how we teach. We need to 
innovate in our classrooms at 
the pace of innovation out-
side of our classrooms. We 
have to extend the learning to 

environments and experiences 
beyond what students get in a 
traditional classroom setting.

Beyond college prep

With that in mind, Keith 
School this week intro-
duced a continuous learn-
ing approach called “Beyond 
College Prep.” Beginning in 
the 2019⁄20 school year, Keith 
will enhance our already 
highly successful college 
preparatory model with two, 
one-week Intersessions — 
one in the fall and one in the 
spring — which will grow to 
four, one-week interses-
sions the following year.

So what are intersessions? 
Rather than taking away 
classroom time, we’re aug-
menting it with additional 
days of learning outside the 
traditional classroom. In these 
intersessions, we will offer 
programmed activities and 
experiences appropriate for 
students at each grade level.

For our youngest students, 
it may mean spending the 
week learning about farming, 
visiting regional organizations 

or planting a garden. For our 
older students, we are devel-
oping exploratory opportuni-
ties for these curious minds to 
grow and gain insight on areas 
of interest, careers and new 
ideas. Some of these opportu-
nities could include job shad-
owing and visits to local and 
regional businesses. For our 
seniors, we’ll offer custom-
ized intersession opportuni-
ties based on their individual 
career interests and goals. 
They’ll have new opportuni-
ties to gain first-hand insight 
and possibly internships from 
our community partners.

Community 
collaboration is key

From the beginning of 
this journey, we knew it was 
important to have involve-
ment across all levels of the 
community. That’s why we’ve 
partnered with local and 
regional businesses, gov-
ernment agencies, cultural 
organizations, educational 
institutions and non-profits 
to create the learning experi-
ences to help our students 

develop valuable skills. At this 
time, we have approximately 
20 businesses and organi-
zations stepping up to the 
plate with Keith; we expect 
that number to double by the 
beginning of the school year.

Helping our youth gain 
insight in and inspiration by 
exploring careers and areas 
of interest outside of a tradi-
tional classroom is critical to 
cultivating and maintaining 
the talent that will impact our 
regional economic develop-
ment well into the future.

And we’re just beginning. 
Can you imagine the number 
of opportunities our stu-
dents will have going for-
ward? We can’t, and we’re 
not, limiting ourselves. It’s 
the opportunities for our 
students to go beyond col-
lege prep — we’re preparing 
them for life! As we continue 
to develop this unique pro-
gram, we encourage you to 
learn more about our approach 
by visiting our website.

Robert Willis is interim 
head of school for Keith 
Country Day School
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What’s in store for the youth of our region?

It was Martin Luther King 
who said, “We begin to 
die the day we begin to be 

silent on issues that matter.” 
Divorce and separation in 
this country almost always 
means that children lose suf-
ficient contact with at least 
one of their parents and one 
side of their entire family.

Once a judge has deter-
mined that both parents 
are good and fit, the BEST 
interests of EVERY CHILD 
would be that courts enforce 
an even-bonding oppor-
tunity with BOTH parents 
and families over the entire 
18 years of child develop-
ment. Thus, the best inter-
est of every child, in general, 
is to have equal, or nearly 
equal time with both parents, 
especially during dramatic 
shifts in the family dynamic.

After exhaustive research 
by top experts, Speaker of 
the House Mike Madigan’s 
bipartisan Illinois Family Law 
Study Committee concluded 
it was in the best interests of 
every child to have at least 35 
percent of time weekly with 
a good and fit non-custodial 
parent. That 35 percent 
was “mysteriously” gut-
ted from 2014 legislation as 
soon as the Illinois State Bar 
Association opposed it. The 
ISBA supports 0 percent 
minimum parenting time.

In the public eye, the ISBA 
always supports the infinitely 
elastic policy of “maximum 
involvement” of both par-
ents in the post-divorce lives 
of children. But INSIDE the 
courtroom, attorneys push 
for the best interest of their 
client, which is rarely synony-
mous with the best interest 
of the child in cases where 
parenting time is contested. 
Regardless of the changes 
made to family law in 2016, 
which were mostly cosmetic, 
in reality, the ISBA continues 
to support what is effectively 
a “winner-take-all” custody 
model, which maximizes 

conflict and reduces chil-
dren to pawns. The ISBA 
audaciously contends that 
greed has zero impact on 
their family law agenda and, 
if you believe that, then 
you must also believe that 
Chicago’s Al Capone was 
ONLY guilty of tax evasion.

Nationally, The 
Washington Post reported 
that in 2017, more than 20 
states considered laws to 
FINALLY require shared 
parenting. In Illinois, the 
Chicago Tribune reported 
in 2018 that, "Illinois ranks 
in the bottom five states for 
the amount of custody time 
dads get to spend with their 
kids." For decades, shared 
parenting advocacy groups 
have been diligently work-
ing on legislative remedies 
to the epidemic of family 
court-created parentlessness.

In December 2017, state 
Rep. La Shawn Ford, alarmed 
about the major social ills 
in every community due to 
parentlessness, held a massive 
equal parenting time round-
table discussion in Chicago. 

The opposition to equal 
parenting time legislation, 
an army of veteran family 
law attorneys and at least 
one judge, claimed to be 
top experts with decades 
of experience, and auda-
ciously insisted that no 
substantive changes in 
family law were needed.

Strikingly, that small-
but-powerful opposition 
to EVERY parenting time 
reform bill has NEVER, to 
this day, provided ANY data 
evidencing that court results 
are successfully serving 
the best interests of chil-
dren. And even-bonding 
wasn’t even on their radar.

But take heart! Today, 
you can be a part of positive 
change, thanks to Rep. Ford’s 
Illinois House Bill 0185, a 
gender-neutral equal parent-
ing time bill! This 2019 bill 
would create a rebuttable pre-
sumption that equal parenting 
time is in the best interests of 
ALL children at the beginning 
of every divorce or separa-
tion. If enacted, HB 0185 
would provide 50/50 par-
enting time as a STARTING 
POINT, not necessarily an 

end point in every case.
From the onset of each 

case, the judge would start 
with a 50/50 parenting time 
presumption and then would 
proceed to determine what 
the best parenting time 
allotment utilizing the long 
established 17 factors. These 
well-established 17 factors 
include determining if any 
abuse or neglect is present. 
To be crystal clear, HB 0185 
has no impact on current 
domestic violence protec-
tions and would greatly 
decrease tension over the 
number one issue that court’s 
currently FORCE parents to 
fight over: parenting time.

Most critically, ANY devia-
tion from 50/50 parenting 
time would have to be justi-
fied in writing in the judge’s 
decision. HB 0185 has gained 
bipartisan support, but will 
ONLY pass into law if OUR 
calls of support pour in NOW!

The vested interests who 
endlessly oppose a child’s 
constitutional right to bond 
equally with both parents 
often defend the indefen-
sible by cavalierly stating, 
“Divorce is complicated.” 
Equality has ALWAYS 
been complicated, but in 
this country, we eventually 
embrace those complica-
tions, realizing that the worst 
source of complication is 
perpetual inequality. Within 
the next few decades, today’s 
family court outcomes will 
be viewed as repugnant as 
the segregated water foun-
tains of the Jim Crow era.

ALL children spell love 
T-I-M-E, so let’s make equal 
parenting time a REAL pos-
sibility in Illinois — please 
make those calls to your state 
representatives TODAY! 
The vote is SOON and your 
call could tip the scales in 
favor of Illinois children!!!

Richard Thomas, MS, BA, 
BSN, from Rockton, Illinois, 
is a father, a nurse, an air-
borne Army veteran and 
has been involved in family 
law reform for over 10 years 
and is a member of Illinois 
Fathers for Equality. Richard 
welcomes all feedback at 
NurseRichardThomas@
gmail.com
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Children of divorce 
best served by equal parenting

The tumultuous decade of 
the 1940s dawned with the 
US postal service issuing 

a 10-cent stamp honoring the 
towering figure of Jane Addams.

Addams, a Rockford Female 
Seminary (now Rockford 
University) graduate and 
Nobel Peace Prize winner, 
was a founding member of 
the Chicago branch of the 
Association of University 
Women. She was known as 
the “mother” of social work as 
co-founder of Hull House in 
Chicago in 1899. She was also a 
leader on issues related to wom-
en's suffrage and world peace.

Addams’ life work and AAUW’s 
mission closely aligned in a 
decade that would see profound 
change for women around the 
world and in the United States.

Throughout the 1940s, 
AAUW would advance gen-
der equity for women and girls 
through research, education 
and advocacy as it had done 
since its founding in 1881.

Women in the workforce

Frances Perkins, a longtime 
AAUW member, served as US 
Secretary of Labor (1933 to 
1945) under President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt. The longest to 
serve in that position and the 
first woman appointed to the 
US Cabinet, Perkins was an 
early champion of women in 
the workforce, advocating for 
shorter hours and higher wages.

Closer to home in the early 
1940s the Rockford branch 
of AAUW supported the Bill 
for Federal School Aid, equal 
pay for women teachers, and 
the employment of mar-
ried women teachers in the 
Rockford school system.

In 1945 AAUW supported 
the first federal pay equity 
legislation, a concern since 
an AAUW study in 1907.

AAUW women in wartime

In 1940, AAUW began to 
raise money through its War 
Relief Fund to assist European 
scholars and university women 
displaced by the war and unable 
to continue their work. AAUW 
efforts helped many women find 
teaching positions at schools and 
universities in the US. and, more 
importantly, saved many lives.

With the US entry into World 

War II, AAUW supported 
establishment of women’s 
units of the armed services and 
advocated for equal pay and 
rank for women in the military. 
AAUW, nationally and locally 
participated in all civilian and 
military wartime activities.

Women and education

By 1940, despite the 
Depression of the preceding 
decade, the national AAUW, 
with the help of state and branch 
affiliates, had largely reached 
its ambitious goal to estab-
lish a $1 million Marion Talbot 
Fellowship Endowment to sup-
port higher education for women.

Despite the consuming con-
flict abroad and the war effort 
at home, AAUW continued its 
laser focus on education. In 1943, 
scientist Florence Siebert won 
the first AAUW Achievement 
Award for her invention of 
the first reliable tuberculosis 
test and the improved safety 
of intravenous injections.

By 1943 the Rockford branch 
awarded two $100 scholarships, 
one each to a female graduate of 
East Rockford and West Rockford 
high schools, the only city high 
schools at the time, for study at 
what was then Rockford College. 
A $100 scholarship in 1943 is 
equivalent to over $1,400 today.

AAUW and the 
United Nations

In response to the horrors of 
World War II, the United Nations 
was formed, in large part, to 
maintain international peace 
and security. AAUW, a vocal 
advocate for the UN’s establish-
ment, was granted permanent 
UN observer status in 1946.

Eleanor Roosevelt, admit-
ted to AAUW on the basis of her 
many honorary college degrees, 
served as the chair of the UN 
Human Rights Commission. 
Her legacy was the 1948 char-
ter of liberties, “The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.”

Sheryl Hall is an AAUW member 
and past president. AAUW-
Rockford Branch is celebrating 
its 90th anniversary in 2019. It 
is a nonpartisan organization 
and open to both women and men 
with at least a two-year college 
degree. For more information, visit 
https://rockfordarea-il.aauw.net.
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AAUW-Rockford: 
The war years and beyond

Richard Thomas

Robert Willis


