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Illinois has considerable work to do to ensure
it can field the well-qualified workforce
that employers need and demand for the jobs
of the future: Experts believe that by 2025,
labor trends will require that 60 percent of
Americans possess some type of highquality, postsecondary education credential
beyond high school.1 Since 2008, Illinois
has improved its overall rate of educational
attainment by 10.2 percentage points,
reaching a postsecondary attainment rate
of 51 percent in 2016.2 While this attainment
beats the national average by nearly four
points, Illinois must still make additional
progress to be able to fill vacancies.
In fact, by some estimates, the workforce
"skills gap"—the gap between available jobs
and workers who are qualified to take them—
is already holding back Illinois' employers and
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the economy. During the decade that’s ending
in 2020, our state is experiencing an annual
average skills gap of over 15,000 job
openings that cannot be filled with Illinois
candidates possessing the appropriate
postsecondary credentials.3 That disparity
forces businesses to spend more time and
money recruiting skilled workers from
elsewhere and/or providing hires with extra
training. Postsecondary institutions can help
to ease these challenges by providing
many of the education credentials and skills
that can prepare students for careers in
Illinois’ top-performing industries.

Illinois’ Largest Industries
Need Skilled Workers
In 2017, Illinois’ largest industry areas
encompassed finance, real estate, rental, and
leasing.4 That sector made up 23.5 percent of
the state’s GDP and contributed 0.7 percent
real growth. The second-largest industry area,
and largest contributor to real GDP growth,
was professional and business services.

From 1990-2016, the state’s goods-producing
sector lost the most jobs while the blue collar
services and government sectors gained
the fewest number of jobs.5 As a result,
industry and occupational employment rank
highest in fields that require a postsecondary
degree or credential, such as educational
services, health care and social assistance
(23.1 percent) and management, business,
science and the arts (36.5 percent).6

Skills Gap Costs to Individuals,
Businesses, the Economy
As of two years ago, more than 12 percent
of Illinois adults had failed to obtain even
a high school education, while 27 percent
had only collected a high school diploma or
its equivalent. Meanwhile, the unemployment
rate for Illinois workers with only a high
school diploma (5.4 percent) was almost
twice as high as that for workers with a
bachelor’s degree (2.8 percent).7 The wage
gains from even some postsecondary
training are clear: Workers with an associate’s
degree earn about $14,000 more per year
than a high school graduate and $34,000
more per year than a high school dropout.8
The growth rate for jobs requiring education
beyond a high school diploma ranges from
8.2 percent to 12.8 percent. However,
positions needing no postsecondary
education will grow at slower rates of only
3.4 percent to 6.5 percent.9

Expanding Postsecondary
Opportunities for Students
From 1991-2015, there has been a major
shift in well-paying jobs and the educational
requirements that they needed.10 A 2017
state-by-state analysis defined a “good job”
as one with minimum earnings of $35,000
for a full-time worker aged 45 and under,
and $45,000 if aged 45 and older.11 In
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Illinois, the majority of good jobs were held
by workers with at least a BA (55 percent
or 1.5 million workers) compared to non-BA
workers (45 percent or 1.2 million workers).
It’s clear that, in many cases, obtaining
some additional education—beyond high
school—can provide workers with an
important edge.
To increase access and facilitate a path
into postsecondary opportunities,
institutions of higher education must
collaborate with regional businesses and
other community partners to ensure
degrees and credentials are adequately
preparing students for careers with familysustaining employment in STEM and other
promising fields. To meet the needs of
today’s students, colleges and universities
should also ensure they provide options
that allow for flexibility in educational
format (including learning opportunities on
campus, online, on a job site, on military
deployment or on other new and emerging
platforms). Community colleges have a
particularly important role in this work,
generally representing the most affordable
and flexible of higher-education institutions.

Strengthening National
Security Through
Postsecondary Education
Our nation’s military also faces a skills
gap. Seventy percent of young Illinoisans
are ineligible to serve in uniform due to
poor academics, poor physical health, or
substance abuse/criminal records.12 As the
home of a military and defense industry
directly or indirectly contributing almost
150,000 jobs and $13.3 billion in economic
activity, our state needs more eligible,
educated youth who are ready to serve
our nation.13

Additionally, military service has long
allowed Americans to access GI benefits,
which make college, apprenticeships, or
job training more accessible. Ensuring that
students are academically prepared is a
critical part of maintaining an accessible
pathway to a postsecondary credential and
the middle class.

Conclusion
Business and military leaders believe
public policy can play a key role in
ensuring student success by providing
affordable, high-quality, educational
pathways to all students who seek them.
Good policies can target financial support
to encourage both institutions and students
to focus on success, and reduce or
eliminate barriers. Partnerships among
businesses, the military and postsecondary
institutions are an important factor in
shaping the educational programs that
help build a strong workforce and prepare
our state for the future.
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