STEMMING the tide in eastern Connecticut

Federally funded initiative aims to revive science, tech-driven education, work force

By ANTHONY CRONIN
Enterprise Editor

John Beauregard is concerned.

Over the past decade, he’s watched as
eastern Connecticut has transformed from a
goods-producing economy to one driven by the
service sector.

Where once factory and technology-driven
jobs were the staple, today the jobs are in re-
tailing, at the two giant casinos, in offices; in the
professions.

While eastern Connecticut can boast of
much stronger job growth since the 1990s than
the rest of the state, its wage growth has been
far more anemic,

And that’s what bothers Beauregard, the
executive director of the Eastern Connecticut
Workforce Investment Board in Franklin.

There are ahost of sobering statistics, which
if not turned around over the next decade or so,
could prove very troublesome for this part of
Connecticut.

% From 2001 to 2006, the majority of
job growth occurred in the wage range
between $30,000 and $40,000.

# During that same timeframe, eastern
Connecticut iost more than 2,300 jobs
that paid $65,000 or more.

% Workers in eastern Connecticut earn
lower wages than workers across the
rest of the state.

# Wages in eastern Connecticut are
roughly $13,166 below the statewide
average.

# From 1990 to 2000, more than
27,000 residents in eastern Connecti-
cut between the ages of 20 and 34 left
the state for careers and opportunities
in other states.

Eastern Connecticut, it seems, is at a cross-
roads. It needs to develop the skilled workforce
to take over the jobs that will soon be vacated

" by the Baby Boomers, who are beginning to re-
tire in force from jobs in manufacturing, tech-

nology, telecommunications and the sciences.

“All of the employers we deal are concerned
about the replacement of large numbers of
workers who will be retiring,” says Beauregard,
an expert on eastern Connecticut’s work force.

“And we openly recognize that the window
of opportunity to do something (to address the
issue) is shrinking,” he adds. '

The answer, according to Beauregard, busi-
ness leaders and academicians in eastern Con-
necticut is to build a future work force that
in¢ludes those skilled in the so-called STEM
disciplines — science, technology, engineering
and math.

These disciplines produce good-paying jobs
that will help to improve the region’s standard
of living, create a base of workers who can afford
escalating housing prices and create a knowl:
edge-based economy necessary for eastern
Connecticut in this 21st century economy.

Eight of the 10 fastest-growing careers in
eastern Connecticut require science, technol-
ogy, engineering or math skills — and higher-
education degrees.

“We really had to look at a transforma-
tional strategy,” explains Beauregard, “that
will allow us to be prepared for our future, to
reverse some of these trends (toward lower
wage jobs), to diversify our economy and
allow high-wage, high-skilled employers to

grow in eastern Connecticut.” -

Beauregard, along with his workforce
board composed of the chief executives of the
region’s various municipalities, educators and
business leaders, pushed for a federal grant
to fund a regional STEM initiative in eastern
Connecticut and beyond.

The good news is that the region has been
awarded a $250,000 federal grant to develop
the right strategies to boost workers’ engi-
neering, téchnical, math and science skills.

Part of that federal funding will be used to
work with local educational facilities to con-
tinue to develop science, technology, math
and engineering courses and curriculums so
students will have the requisite skills to work
with the region’s high-skilled employers.

“This is one of the most important plan-
ning projects that we’ve undertaken in the
region in quite along time regarding our eco-

nomic future,” says Beauregard.

“We wanted to get in front of this problem.
We didn’t want to be dealing with this 10 years
from now,” he adds.
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For Christopher Clouet, New London’s

_ schools superintendent, the STEM initiative is

the right strategy at the right time.

Clouet, who heads the regional board over-
seeing this new STEM initiative, says programs
in the schools that emphasize the sciences,
technology and engineering are vitally needed
for today’s, and tomorrow’s, work force.

In fact, he says his school has one of the only
engineering-track programs offered to high
schoolers in the region — to help alleviate the
shortage of engineers in the work force.

“There’s a recognition that for the United
States to maintain its role as an economic en-
gine to the world, there needs to be more of

these STEM initiatives, from training to job op-
portunities,” says Clouet. :

He says that there are already good connec-
tions between the region’s academic institu-
tions and some of its leading employers, from
Pfizer Inc. to the Electric Boat shipyard and
Lawrence & Memorial Hospital.

“They see the need for cultivating a group of
potential employees in the future to be able to
serve the technology needs of the future,” says
Clouet.

“EB has been a very prominent partner to
help us work on our engineering track course
offerings, both through high school and into

. community college and (four-year) college,” he
says. :

He also says that the STEM initiative will
ultimately lead to new science, math and tech-
nology-oriented careers for minority students,
new arrivals to the region and other often-un-
derrepresented constituencies in the sciences,
math and engineering fields.
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Comparison of Annual Wages: Connecticut vs. Eastern Connectlcut
Workforce Investment Area (WIA), 2001 to 2006 : :
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“We’re losing a lot of talent by ot tapping into peo-
ple of color, new arrivals,” says Clouet. .

He points to the region’s newly opened Science and
Technology Magnet High School in New London as an -
epicenter for STEM initiatives among high schoolers.

By encouraging those students to become interested
in careers involving science, engineering, technology
and math, they are opening themselves up to the poten-
tial for careers in high-wage, high-skilled jobs. e

“As a school superintendent, we look at the top ten
employers of our families, and most are paying lower
wages,” says Clouet. “That becomes a problem for help-
ing (some) kids out of poverty.”

Clouet says that educators are as concerned about
the declining wage base across easterm Connecticut as -

‘business leaders and civic officials.

He says that the federally funded STEM 1mt1at1ve
is only in its earliest stages of coordinating strategies,
courses and programs that will get eastern Connecti-
cut’s economy on track toward turning out workers who
have a knowledge base and the talent to work in higher-
skilled, higher-paying careers.

“We have more jobs and lower wages here (in east-
-ern Connecticut),” says Clouet, “and that’s not a good
combination.”
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