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aising awareness. Raising literacy levels. Raising the proverbial bar. These are all
goals of Raise the Region, a five-year plan to improve literacy in Northwest
Indiana. What sets the program apart from many other literacy initiatives in the
state, and nationwide, is its regional focus. 

Developed through a CAPE (Community Alliance to Promote Education) initiative
and funded by the Lilly Endowment, Inc., the program was launched this spring.

Key players include The Discovery Alliance (TDA), The Center of Workforce Innovations (CWI),
community groups, businesses, literacy organizations and educational institutions. 

The plan encompasses workforce, health, financial, adult and children’s literacy.
According to the CWI, adult illiteracy costs businesses $225 billion annually in low productivity

and decreased revenue. Like all regions, Northwest Indiana faces unique difficulties and opportunities
in reducing that statistic. 

The CWI links companies and individuals to training opportunities in the region, which
advocates superior communication skills and an ability to flourish as part of a team as characteristics
of ideal employees. Companies are already applying, and benefiting from, the principles of Raise
the Region.

Obstacles
Linda Woloshansky is president of the CWI, a non-profit organization that also serves as

the workforce investment board for Porter, LaPorte, Newton, Jasper, Starke and Pulaski counties. 
She comments on barriers to approaching the workforce literacy challenge regionally. 
“A major challenge is that you want people to understand how important literacy is to a

community and you also want to let the community know what kinds of
challenges we have in Northwest Indiana with our low literacy rates,” she
reflects. “And yet, you want to be positive. You don’t want to paint a picture
of doom and gloom. 

“You want to get people excited about this,” she adds. “That is really
one of the key challenges – how to describe this, how to market this, how
to really engage people to really want to do more than they’re doing.”

Determining which individuals need remediation is another difficulty.
Literacy impediments are not always immediately obvious. In addition,
while targeting Northwest Indiana’s large population (approximately
850,000 people) can have a tremendous impact on improving overall
economic development, the large geographic area can impede progress. 

“As a region, Northwest Indiana has an amazing level of diversity,”
observes Gerry Scheff, human resources manager and director of training
at MPI International Inc.’s Indiana Fineblanking Division. “It also covers a
geography of going from rust belt to green belt. You’ve got the steel mills
on the northern end and agribusiness on the southern end. It’s very diffi-
cult to get something that cuts across all of those things. And that’s prob-
ably the biggest challenge: ‘How do you reach out to everybody?’ ”

One response is a community compact meeting, which gathers “people
in different areas connected to the jobs in demand.” Groups include
advanced manufacturing, logistics and health care. 

Misconceptions regarding companies’ technological capabilities also
hinder improvement. Many individuals, for instance, mistakenly believe
that their jobs don’t require upgrading of technological skills to optimize
performance. 

“I think a lot of our high-tech jobs are imbedded in with traditional
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Basic skills training is available
through The Discovery Center
in Portage.

industries,” Woloshansky argues. “Some companies that have been there (in Northwest Indiana)
awhile are advancing, but aren’t being seen as high-tech.” 

Region by region
According to the CWI, 19% of adults in Northwest Indiana do not have a high school diploma.

Further, the U.S. Department of Education’s National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS), conducted
in 1992, presents a literacy scale in which level one indicates the lowest level of adult literacy and
level five the highest. Forty percent of adults in Northwest Indiana cannot read above a level two. 

Why is it so important to tackle workforce literacy from a regional level?
“Because your labor market is a regional labor market,” Woloshansky declares. “If you just

impact a small community or just one community, it’s not going to help your
entire economic development strategy. So for economic development, it’s really
important to focus on the entire region.”

Manufacturing high standards
MPI International Inc. is one of the world’s leading fineblanking companies.

Its manufacturing revolves around precision metal stamping. Eighty-five percent
of the products it produces are automotive applications, most of which are clutch
and reactor plates. 

Headquartered in Michigan, MPI has five plants nationwide. Located in Knox, its Indiana
Fineblanking Division teams with the Department of Labor, Ivy Tech State College, Purdue
University, Ancilla College, Portage Adult Education Center and others to improve workforce literacy. 

The company conducts classroom and on-the-job technical training related to specific job
tasks, but also has made basic skills training a priority. Team-based problem solving, statistical
process control, 5S workplace organization and customer service are among training priorities. 

Customer service training is one example of meeting a company need.
“It’s really focusing and giving people the big picture,” Scheff explains, “that what they do is

important and that they have an obligation to help the company by making suggestions and
making improvements to the process and just by being aware that they (have an) impact on the
quality of the product that they make, which is really reflective in our quality systems.” 

Employees can receive tuition and book reimbursement. In addition, MPI plans to offer
Manufacturing Skills Standard Council (MSSC) certification in the future. Employees also can take
advantage of a computer program called KeyTrain through WorkKeys,™ a national assessment
tool that evaluates basic skill levels of workers.

Previously, the company offered a “math for manufacturing” class, which it still conducts on
an as-needed basis.

“Our training really is designed to give the employees the skill set, the toolbox to make better
decisions on their own, to prepare them to take responsibility for what’s going on, to make suggestions
to improve things,” Scheff maintains. 

Supplying demand
SCA Packaging North America’s Michigan City office is one

of 50 worldwide. It is a top supplier of hygiene, packaging and
goods produced from forest products.

“We are just now getting into the (Raise the Region) program,”
relates Donna Wright, plant administrator at the company’s SCA
ThermoSafe Division, “so it’s something new for us. And we are
excited about it. We are just beginning to implement it.”

One workforce literacy skill SCA incorporates into training
involves teamwork. It holds monthly safety and quality training
meetings. Examples of other offerings are safety training sessions,
a safety orientation program and an on-site forklift training program.

SCA also offers tuition reimbursement. Participants must
take two subjects per semester and receive at least a ‘C’ grade in
the course. 

“I think this company takes it (workforce literacy) very seriously,”
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“Our training really is designed
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set, the toolbox to make better
decisions on their own.”

Gerry Scheff
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reflects Wright, adding that SCA wants “to work with any
outside resources that are available. We need to learn also
what helps retain employees or acquire new employees.”

SCA is collaborating with Transition Resources to confront
communication barriers caused by an increasingly greater
number of Hispanic workers. Transition Resources will supply
SCA with potential employees and provide funding for half of
the cost for an English as a Second Language instructor. SCA
will pay the remaining portion.

Reducing SCA’s turnover rate is another priority. It is working
with TDA, utilizing the WorkKeys program through the Indiana
Department of Workforce Development and partnering with
KV Works, which is helping to address turnover problems. 

CWI: the missing link
One way the CWI assists businesses and individuals is by

working with them to assess obstacles and possible solutions.
“We’re a facilitator and a broker, helping with innovation,”

Woloshansky asserts. “We’re trying to help the programs
become better. We also look for resources because sometimes

programs are good programs, but they don’t have the financial
backing that they need or the internal capacity to deliver the
services they need to, so we help with that professional
development.” 

Scheff is a member of the CWI workforce investment
board and former CWI employee. 

“Companies think that they’re in a vacuum and that
their problems are different than the company right next to
them,” he comments, “and so part of what CWI tries to do is
find likeminded people and start conversations so that we
can see what are those similarities, what’s the connectivity
between and then set some kind of strategy in place that’s able
to address that.”

Technology as a tool … or hindrance
Technology can streamline productivity, but can also

adversely affect efficiency in companies when workers rely
too heavily on technology.

“The networks go down, the power goes out and life still
goes on, and you need to understand how you arrived at the

numbers, especially if you have to problem-solve,”
Scheff remarks.

At the same time, maximizing technology’s value
requires knowledge of fundamental skills.

“As companies move into the area, they’re looking
for available labor,” he states, “but they’re going to
put in place the devices and the equipment that
requires people to have these higher literacy rates,
and it’s no longer just available labor – all a person
has to do is push a button, pull a switch. Those
days are over.”

“There’s more and more automation,” Scheff
acknowledges, “but it still requires the operator to make
the adjustments to it and that’s where the literacy,
the critical skills come into play.”

Raising potential 
“Workforce literacy is getting people to understand

A n estimated 960,000 to 1.23 million workers in Indiana
have workforce literacy skills below the minimum
national standard for successful 21st century

employment, according to the Indiana Chamber Foundation’s
recent study, A Demand-Side Strategy to Meet Indiana’s Workforce
Basic Skills Challenge. Reducing this staggering statistic
requires active involvement from the business community.

On September 1, Verizon and the Indiana Chamber
will conduct the 21st Century Workforce Literacy Summit.
The event will be presented in conjunction with an
Economic Club of Indianapolis luncheon. 

Robert Wedgeworth, president and CEO of ProLiteracy
Worldwide, will be the luncheon speaker. A graduate and
trustee of Wabash College, he is an international specialist
in the library and book field.

With local and national speakers, the summit will
explore obstacles, successful workforce literacy efforts and
future initiatives. Ron Stiver, Indiana Department of
Workforce Development, will share how the public sector
plans to help address the problem on a state level. 

Also featured will be potential solutions proposed in the
Chamber Foundation study. For an executive summary, go to
www.indianachamber.com/WorkforceLiteracyExecSummary.htm.

The summit will follow the luncheon at the Indiana
Convention Center. The total cost for both events is $22 for
Economic Club members and $29 for all other attendees. To
register, download the form at www.indianachamber.com/
WorkforceLiteracySummit.htm or call the Economic Club of
Indianapolis at (317) 464-2212.

21st Century Workforce Literacy Summit

Continued on page 61

Hammond Adult Education offers training assistance for
businesses and members of the community.



JJuullyy//AAuugguusstt  22000055  ––  BizVoice/Indiana Chamber 61

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Linda Woloshansky at 
lwolo@innovativeworkforce.com or 
www.innovativeworkforce.com 

Gerry Scheff at gscheff@mpi-int.com or www.mpi-int.com

Donna Wright at donna.wright@sca.com or www.sca.com

that an employee is a representative of the company. And at
any time and at any place, they may have to fulfill that role,”
he reasons.

According to Woloshansky, measuring Raise the Region’s
results will be a lengthy process, but conducting an assessment
next year will help determine the return on investment. 

“Oftentimes employers don’t even know they’re participating
in the (Raise the Region) program,” she says, “because what
we’re trying to do is just help them improve their workforce,
increase their productivity and increase their return on investment.
So we’re not stressing the programs, we’re just helping them
know the resources are there and connecting (them) with the
resources.”

Literacy Circle
Continued from page 40


