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In 2018, business, work-
force, education, and 
public sector leaders came 

together to fund a study of 
the availability of workforce 
with middle skills — which 
are skills that require more 
than a high school degree, 
but less than a bachelor’s 
degree — to meet the needs 
of regional manufacturers.

The report’s results were 
not surprising, but were 
concerning. It warned of 
dramatic consequences to 
our region’s successful eco-
nomic development efforts 
if it lacks adequate manu-
facturing middle skill talent. 
Specifically, the analysis of 
regional data and employer 
surveys concluded that:

• Approximately 32% of all 
manufacturing job openings 
in our region require middle 
skills.

• More than 55% of jobs 
in our region require middle 
skills.

• Regional employers 
consistently rank the lack of 
middle skilled talent as their 
single biggest obstacle to 
growth.

• Because it is no longer 
being taught in area K-12 
curriculum, there is a lack 
of prerequisite skills that 
serve as the foundation for 
advanced manufacturing 
training.

• There is no standard 
manufacturing middle skill 
set; middle skills vary by 
industry.

Too often our community 

is recognized for conducting 
studies with no outcomes 
or next steps. Not this 
time. The Rockford Area 
Economic Development 
Council and our Advanced 
Manufacturing Workforce 
Committee took proactive 
steps to aggressive move 
forward on the key recom-
mendations from the report. 
Last week, we unveiled 
details of the report as well 
as the initiatives already 
completed and what can 
be expected to ensure our 
regional employers – and 
their employees (current and 
future) – thrive.

The report called for 
collaboration to close the 
critical skill gap and outlined 
three key recommendations, 
all of which have either 
already been completed or 
have significant progress to 
ensure Rockford cultivates 
talent as an economic differ-
entiator for the region.

The first recommen-
dation was to create a 
Manufacturing Workforce 
Strategy Team to serve 
as a steering commit-
tee for middle skills 
programs and opportu-
nities. Representatives 
from the Rockford Area 
Economic Development 
Council, Rockford Chamber 
of Commerce, R1 Planning 
Council, The Workforce 
Connection, the Regional 
Office of Education, Illinois 
Bank & Trust and Rock 
Valley College serve on this 
committee which has been 
active for six months.

The next recommen-
dation was to bridge the 
skills gap with critical core 
manufacturing skills (CCMS) 
curriculum that teaches the 
prerequisite hard and soft 
skills employers require. 

A flexible, stackable and 
scalable advanced manu-
facturing training program, 
including CCMS curriculum, 
has already been developed 
by Rock Valley College and 
its higher education and 
manufacturing partners. 
With programs launched, 
we now encourage employ-
ers and their employees 
to leverage the programs 
to enhance their capa-
bilities and provide growth 
opportunities.

The final recommenda-
tion from the study was 
to develop an Advanced 
Technology Center, a facil-
ity dedicated to advanced 
technology training to fill 
advanced manufacturing 
jobs. There is considerable 
collaboration around the 
creation of the ATC involv-
ing Rock Valley College, the 
city of Rockford, Winnebago 
County and others. When 
finalized, the ATC will be 
a state-of-the-art facility 
to offer enhanced technol-
ogy training. It will set our 
region apart by provid-
ing employers with the 
skilled employees they need 
and opening up doors for 
employees to high-quality, 
high-paying jobs.

This report serves as 
a catalyst to accelerate 
efforts to strengthen our 
workforce’s manufacturing 
middle skills. We’ve already 
made significant progress 
developing new programs. 
Now is the time to ensure 
our regional manufactur-
ers and their employees are 
aware and take advantage of 
these amazing opportunities.

Nathan Bryant is 
the president of the 
Rockford Area Economic 
Development Council.

M Y  V I E W

How we’re working to fi ll skills gap

Watching union work-
ers march down 
State Street during 

Rockford’s 2019 Labor Day 
parade, I started thinking 
about the upcoming 30th 
anniversary of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. In November 
1989, 2 million West and 
East Germans gathered to 
tear down the symbol of the 
Cold War. America’s labor 
movement played a deci-
sive role in events that led 
to the fall of the Berlin Wall 
and to the end of commu-
nism in Eastern Europe.

What was chipping away 
at the Soviet Union’s power 
picked up speed in 1980. 
The Solidarity movement in 
Poland, led by Lech Walesa, 
would defy the Polish commu-
nist government and its Soviet 
influence.

In 1980, I was a soldier 
stationed in what was West 
Germany. I remember going 
on alerts multiple times as 
the United States tried to 
anticipate what the Polish 
government and Soviet forces 
would do: Would this move-
ment meet the same end as 
the Hungarian Revolution of 
1956? Or the Prague Spring of 
1968? Would this energy, too, 
be crushed by Soviet tanks?

No previous opposi-
tion to Soviet rule had been 
successful.

Solidarity — a labor union — 
was to change that.

When strikes across Poland, 
including at the Gdansk 
shipyards, boomed in August 
1980, the U.S. labor move-
ment jumped onboard long 
before knowing what the 
outcome would be. On Aug. 
20 of that year, Lane Kirkland, 
president of the AFL-CIO, 
pledged full support for the 
strike movement. The Polish 
Workers Aid Fund was estab-
lished and a call went out to 
union leaders to campaign 
hard and raise funds within 
their organizations. The 
AFL-CIO began to organize a 
boycott of Polish ships, which 
prompted the Polish govern-
ment to sign an agreement 
with Solidarity to stop the 
strikes and officially recog-
nize Solidarity as a free trade 
union. Defying opposition 
from the Carter administra-
tion, the AFL-CIO was just 
getting started.

Mind you, this was before 

social media, email and cell 
phones. On U.S. seaports, 
U.S. union workers were 
smuggling printing presses, 
mimeograph machines, 
telexes, and fax machines in 
containers headed for Polish 
shipyards. Those contain-
ers were to be unloaded by 
Solidarity members. Shipping 
documents were altered to 
contain special coding that 
alerted receiving dock workers 
of the contraband.

How do I know this? My 
stepmother. She was Lane 
Kirkland’s administrative 
assistant. She helped organize 
the shipments of those ever-
vital communication tools. 
Subsequent books and articles 
about the Solidarity move-
ment have validated the extent 
of the AFL-CIO’s support and 
noted that it included much-
needed Western currency.

Solidarity was made up 
of independent unions 
throughout Poland. The 
communications equipment 
supplied by the AFL-CIO 
helped these far-flung unions 
coordinate responses to gov-
ernment crackdowns. When 
the Polish government tried to 
intervene in one area, strikes 
would be called in other 
areas. The Soviet and Polish 
regimes lacked resources and 
understanding in handling 
a 10 million-member trade 
union spread across the entire 
country.

The Polish regime even 
barred AFL-CIO leaders from 
entering the country in 1981. 
In December 1981, the Polish 
government cracked down on 
Solidarity and declared martial 
law. The AFL-CIO pressured 
a reluctant President Reagan 
to put sanctions on Poland. 
Solidarity went underground 
and continued to get support 
from the AFL-CIO. By 1987, 
Solidarity reemerged even 
stronger. Lech Walesa was to 
later say that without AFL-
CIO support, Solidarity would 
not have survived martial law.

In June 1989, Poland 
had its first free elections. 
A Solidarity-led coalition 
government was formed 
in August 1989. The Berlin 
Wall fell in November of that 
year. In March 1999, Poland 
became one of the first former 
members of the Warsaw Pact 
to join NATO.

I think of this unprec-
edented sequence every time I 
see a “Union Proud” sign.

Ernie Redfern is a Rockford 
resident. He has never been 
a member of a union, but has 
worked at companies that 
employed union workers.

M Y  V I E W

How Solidarity — a labor 
union — changed the world

As the 21st century 
dawned, the American 
Association of 

University Women (AAUW) 
continued both nation-
ally and locally with its 
mission to advance equal-
ity for women and girls 
through advocacy, edu-
cation, and research.

Throughout the history 
of AAUW, members have 
examined and assumed posi-
tions on the fundamental 
educational, social, eco-
nomic, and political issues 
of the day. We continued to 
do so during 2000–2009.

At the national level, 
AAUW received special 
consultative status with the 
United Nations Economic 
and Social Council. This 
gave AAUW a voice at UN 
meetings and on a vari-
ety of UN committees. 
AAUW expanded member-
ship to include graduates 
holding an associate or 
equivalent degree from a 
qualified educational insti-
tution. This change was in 
response to the growing 
population of women who 
have entered economically 
advantageous careers with 
this type of education.

AAUW became a strong 
proponent of the Lily 
Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, 
signed by President Obama. 
This law makes it easier 
for workers to seek redress 
for sex discrimination 
on the job. Several local 
AAUW members heard 
Lily Ledbetter speak at the 
AAUW national convention.

At the local level, AAUW 
sponsored forums and 
meetings dealing with a 
wide range of topics such 
as war and peace, the role 
of the UN, roots of terror-
ism, equality funding for 
education, No Child Left 

Behind, the expansion of 
services for the mentally 
ill, Title IX, environmental 
concerns, and the empow-
erment of women in other 
countries. We also featured 
programs about trendset-
ting women from the past, 
such as Eleanor Roosevelt 
and Jane Addams. We con-
tinued to sponsor Women 
in My History, a poster 
contest for fifth- through 
eighth-grade students.

AAUW members donated 
money to purchase new 
library books for schools 
that sent entries to the 
contest. AAUW provided a 
variety of interest groups, 
including gourmet cook-
ing, book discussions, golf, 
public policy, bridge and 
art. Several AAUW mem-
bers presented a program 
called “The Dead Ladies,” 
featuring the 1850 Women’s 
Rights Convention in 
Worchester, Massachusetts.

Local members also had 
the opportunity to watch the 
American historical drama 
“Iron Jawed Angels,” a film 
focusing on the women’s 
suffrage movement dur-
ing the 1910s. AAUW has 
always encouraged respon-
sible and informed voting. 
We sponsored election 
forums, often with League 
of Women Voters as a 
cosponsor. Voter’s guides, 
showing members how 
candidates felt about vari-
ous issues, were distributed.

Local AAUW members 
raised money for AAUW 
national funds through 
silent auctions at our holi-
day meetings. The AAUW 
Legal Advocacy Fund works 
to challenge sex discrimi-
nation in higher education 
and in the workplace. The 
Educational Foundation 
provides fellowships, 

grants, and awards for 
women, as well as money 
for research. We established 
our first STEM scholar-
ship. We wanted teen 
girls to go into fields often 
dominated by men, such 
as science, technology, 
engineering, and math.

We’ve been able to suc-
cessfully expand this schol-
arship program throughout 
the years. Thanks to the gen-
erosity of our members and 
the community, we now raise 
several thousand dollars each 
year and are able to offer 
several college scholarships 
to high school senior girls.

The Rockford Area 
AAUW’s purpose contin-
ues to be to contribute to 
AAUW’s branch, state, and 
association goals. We seek 
to initiate positive change in 
the community by support-
ing equality for all women 
and girls, as well as lifelong 
education. As part of our 
mission, we’ll be sponsor-
ing Work Smart on Sept. 28.

This program is open to 
the community and offers 
women help with salary 
negotiation. Please visit our 
website at rockfordarea-il.
aauw.net for informa-
tion and registration.

Katy Paterson is a 50-year 
AAUW member. AAUW-
Rockford Branch is celebrat-
ing 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 rock-
fordarea-il.aauw.net.

AAUW in the 21st century

Nathan Bryant
Ernie Redfern

Milestone thanks direct 
support professionals

Sept. 8 marks the start 
of National Direct Support 
Professional Week. On behalf 
of the board of directors, 
management and the indi-
viduals served, we would like 
to publicly thank the direct 
support professionals that 
give their all to provide a safe, 
warm and nurturing environ-
ment to the intellectually and 
developmentally disabled 
individuals they serve at 
Milestone Inc. The DSPs work 
tirelessly to provide the best 
life possible to the individuals 
they serve. They work from 
the heart. The 330 individu-
als served 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week, and 365 days 
each year at Milestone Inc. 
are fortunate to be cared for 
by some of the most selfless 
citizens in our community.

While this is National 
Direct Support Professionals 
Week, please know we 

appreciate the work you 
do each and every day. 
We’ve said it before and 
we’ll say it again. 

— M. Shawn Way, president/
CEO, Milestone Inc.

Nothing can be done 
to stop gun violence

I’m sad because noth-
ing can be done to stop it.

I’m sad because (on a 
nearly daily basis) someone 
will take a legally purchased 
weapon of war into a school, 
movie theater, concert, 
church, synagogue, bar, 
restaurant or grocery store 
to kill us by the dozens.

I’m trying to become 
numb to the slaughter 
(especially the murder 
of so many children) but 
I’m having a hard time. 

I’m sad because noth-
ing can be done to stop it.

— Ray Wilinski, Rockford
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