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The Challenge
Like the rest of the American economy, the Illinois economy 
has taken a nosedive. In 2008, 100,000 Illinois properties were 
foreclosed on and last month the state’s unemployment rate 
topped 9 percent and is likely to continue to increase. Many 
business leaders who thought their companies were secure 
and prosperous are now struggling to keep them afloat.

Continuing to invest wisely in early education will not only 
help build a solid workforce for the future, it will help commu-
nities, businesses, and struggling young families right now.

Early care and education is an important 
economic sector

The early care and education sector in Illinois is a large and vi-
tal sector of the economy. It could quickly absorb more invest-
ment and turn that into jobs that will impact the economy. The 
sector employs more than 50,000 full-time equivalent employ-
ees in Illinois – an amount greater than the number of employ-
ees working in the hotel industry. And it generates more than 
$2 billion in gross receipts – nearly as much as soybean farmers 
in the state.

The state’s Preschool for All early education program alone 
serves more than 90,000 three- and four-year-olds and their 
families, and employs more than 9,000 teachers. 

New jobs in the early care and education sector would mean 
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Pre-k delivers:
More than 9,000 jobs through the state’s Preschool for All program. •	
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A solid foundation on which to build Illinois’ future workforce. •	
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more spending by those teachers on 
goods and services in the rest of the 
economy. Economists have found 
that for every two workers employed 
in the early care and education 
sector, their immediate spending on 
goods and services can support an 
additional new job elsewhere in the 
economy.

The early care and education sector 
is one of the most important sectors 
to target for recovery spending because 
it can quickly generate jobs in the short-
term.  But investments in quality early 
care and education will also help trans-
form the economy over the longer-term.

Cutting Pre-k would force 
stark choices on parents 
and employers
Illinois is a national leader in universal 
prekindergarten but it is only halfway 
there. Although the state serves more 
than 90,000 three and four-year old chil-
dren, there remain more than 115,000 
children who come from families who 
cannot afford quality preschool. 

Pre-k is essential for parents: over 
600,000 Illinois children have their 
parents in the workforce. Over 90,000 
families depend on state-funded pre-
school to provide their children with 

high-quality early education. The turmoil 
in the housing sector shows how prob-
lems in one sector can eventually ripple 
through the whole economy, impacting 
first construction workers, then small 
business owners, and eventually nearly 
everyone in some way. If early education 
spending is cut, not only are those early 
education workers out of work, a crisis 
will immediately confront young families 
as they struggle to remain on the job and 
pay the high costs of quality early care 
and education for their children.

The cost of quality early education ap-
proaches the cost of sending a child to 
college. The average cost of tuition and 
fees for Illinois state colleges is $10,000 
a year – not that much more than the 
$8,000 it costs for a year of full-time 
center care for a four year old.  

Young families, almost by definition, are 

the most economically vulnerable fami-
lies. If slots in state-funded quality early 
education are eliminated, many families 
could not support both the full cost of 
private preschool and their mortgages. 
Many parents need to work to pay their 
mortgage, need a good environment for 
their child while they work, but can’t 
afford both a mortgage and the full cost 
of preschool. 

Parents may respond to this economic 
challenge by putting their children in 
lower-quality, less-reliable care, though 
even poor-quality care is still expensive. 
That will hurt their children by putting 
them at risk of starting school already 
behind. But it may also hurt employees 
and their employers immediately be-
cause unreliable childcare causes parents 
to miss work. That disrupts company 
productivity and puts their jobs at risk. 

If wise investments in early education 
are a win-win-win situation for the chil-
dren, their parents, and local companies, 
cutting slots is a losing proposition for all 
concerned.

Illinois’ economy rests on a 
crumbling foundation
Illinois is at the geographic crossroads of 
America, and historically has had one 
of the most resilient and diverse econo-
mies in the Midwest. But, even before 
this most recent wake-up call on the 
economy, it was clear that Illinois was 

In fact, no other school reform is as proven to improve 
graduation rates as early education. Participants in the Chi-
cago Child-Parent Centers were 29 percent more likely to 
have completed high school, and the children in the Perry 
Preschool program were 44 percent more likely to graduate 
from high school.

At-risk Kids: Not Just an Inner City Problem

The number of children who are under age five and living in poverty has been 
essentially stable in Chicago itself from 2000 to 2007, but the number of poor 
children under five has increased over 50 percent in the five Suburban Chicago 
Counties during that period, and increased almost 40 percent in the Downstate 
Counties. For example, the number of poor children under five has risen from 
2,739 in DuPage County to 5,037, and the percentage of poor children in the 
Metropolitan Chicago area who now live in Aurora has almost doubled. 

Theresa Hawley, Ph.D., Early Childhood Policy Consultant, 
based on data from the United States Census
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not adequately preparing its students to 
compete in the global marketplace: 

Only 77 percent of Illinois students •	
are graduating on time from high 
school; and in Chicago, graduation 
rates are down to 51 percent – half 
of Chicago’s youth are not making it 
through high school. 
The “Nation’s Report Card,” the •	
National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP), reports 
that in 2007, only 32 percent of 
fourth graders in Illinois scored 
at least proficient in reading (the 
level demonstrating solid academic 
performance); only 37 percent were 
proficient in Mathematics.  

As baby-boomers currently forgo retire-
ment, Illinois has a second chance at 
better preparing its future workforce for 
the demanding jobs of the future. Those 
jobs will require higher academic, tech-
nical and team-working skills than the 
jobs of the past. Business leaders have 
long been aware of the looming crisis 
with the state’s leaky pipeline of skilled 
labor: too many of Illinois’ students are 
ill-prepared to take their place in the 21st 
Century workforce.

Building a solid founda-
tion for learning
Business leaders know that if Illinois is 
going to succeed in the future, it must 
invest in education now. Brains are built 
over time, yet a substantial proportion of 
the foundation upon which subsequent 
knowledge is built is constructed during 
the earliest years of life. That founda-
tion includes learning to play, focus, and 
self manage; developing socially and 
emotionally; and developing language 
through exposure to words. Stimulation 
is important. Children learn by experi-
encing and interacting, and these op-
portunities help their brains to develop 

learning strategies. Together, these skills 
make up the developmental foundation 
that educators refer to as school-readi-
ness skills.

The research presented by James Heck-
man, the University of Chicago’s Nobel-
prize-winning economist, shows that 
early education is a wise investment. The 
lessons a child learns in early education, 
particularly the lessons on how to get 
along with others, to trust others, and to 
follow directions, will last a lifetime. Pro-
fessor Heckman argues that Pre-k is such 
an essential investment because these 
basic social skills are pre-requisites for 
acquiring further knowledge and skills in 
school and in the workforce.

The science of what works
Carefully researched studies that have 
followed children for years have shown 
that children in high-quality early learn-
ing programs have higher rates of high 
school graduation and college atten-
dance, lower dropout rates, and higher 
incomes than the study participants who 
did not receive the preschool programs.
 
In fact, no other school reform is as 
proven to improve graduation rates as 
early education.

For example, the Chicago Child-Parent 
Center (CPC) preschool program showed 
that gains were possible for a preschool 
program serving over 100,000 inner-city 
children.  By age 20, participants in that 
program were 29 percent more likely to 
have completed high school. In another 
analysis, for every 100 children in the 
program there were 11 additional stu-
dents who finished high school. At age 
24, those served by CPC were 11 per-
cent more likely to have either attended 
college or to have been working steadily 
than those left out of the preschool 
program. 

Persuasive support for Pre-k came from 
an earlier study of children from Pre-k 
through age 40 at the High/Scope Perry 
Preschool Project in Ypsilanti, Michi-
gan. From 1962-67, preschool teachers 
worked intensively with low-income 
African American children aged three to 
four.  The children attended preschool 
during the week and teachers came to 
their homes once a week to coach their 
parents. When the children were age 40, 
researchers compared their life stories 
with those who did not participate in the 
early education program; the payoff was 
impressive. Almost half of the preschool 

“In my mind, preschool is workforce development, and school readiness equates 
to workforce readiness. The skills that children develop in preschool, the social, 
the emotional and the academic skills, are the same skills that are in demand 
by employers today, and despite the recession, they will remain in demand 
tomorrow. We need workers who have the critical thinking skills to make sound 
judgments, and the math and analytical skills to ensure that a gear is manufactured 
with such precision that it cannot be off by the width of a single human hair. There 
is no room for error. But if the error is made, the worker must have the character 
to address the mistake with a supervisor, before passing something off as less than 
perfect.”
			 

Mary Ann Cervinka, Human Resource Manager for Arrow Gear, 
testifying before the Illinois House Elementary and Secondary Education 
Appropriation Committee.
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children were performing at grade level by the age of 14, 
compared with just 15 percent of the children in the control 
group; 44 percent more of the children in the Perry program 
graduated from high school; and 60 percent of participants 
were earning upward of $20,000 a year in their 40’s, versus 40 
percent of those in the control group.

An excellent investment
Analysts have totaled up the various savings from early educa-
tion. Children who repeatedly fail in schol and beyond do not 
just disappear; their troubles can be very costly for society in 
terms of crime, welfare, and other social problems. Businesses 
either confront these expenses directly through increased 
crime or poor employee performance, or indirectly through 
increased taxes. 

The researchers concluded that the benefits to society of help-
ing at-risk kids get off to the right start in life far outweigh the 
costs:

In a recent report, economist Robert G. Lynch estimates that 
if voluntary universal early education were brought to scale 
in Illinois, by the time the children in those programs are at 
their peak earning years in 2050, they could earn as much as 

an additional $18 billion through their own productivity gains. 
Illinois businesses and society in general will have gained as 
much as $9 billion in increased profits and other benefits from 
increased productivity. In addition, Illinois taxpayers could pay 
$7 billion less in government expenses, and potential victims 
of crime will avoid an addition $6 billion from reduced crime 
costs.  Businesses will capture an important share of those 
savings because of reduced crime costs, lower taxes, and 
increased profits.

The Bottom Line
Today’s businesses are developing more complex and innova-
tive products or services to compete in the global marketplace. 
Those products and services require a better-trained and edu-
cated workforce. Yet the Illinois education system, like those 
in other states, was created for an agricultural society that no 
longer exists; even the students who do graduate are too often 
ill prepared for today’s workplace. 

It is clear that investments in quality early care and education 
can build the foundation for our workforce of tomorrow. Pre-k 
is not the only answer to the question “How can we reform 
our schools?” But it is an essential and proven answer for how 
to give our kids the foundation they’ll need to succeed in 
school and in life. Business leaders support continued invest-
ments in early education because those investments will help 
generate jobs, incomes and spending today, while building a 
solid foundation for growth tomorrow. 

Pre-K works. The business leaders of America’s Edge are 
convinced that, even in these tough times, it is a wise invest-
ment for Illinois and the nation.

Net benefits per child for investments in early 
childhood education:

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program:		 •	

		  $243,72213

Chicago Child-Parent Centers	•	 		
	  	   $70,97714
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The High Cost of Dropping Out Unemployment
(March 2009)a

Average
Annual Salaryb

high school dropoutsc 13% $19,000

high school graduates 9% $26,000

college graduates 4% $42,000
a Bureau of Labor Statistics, b Commerce Department, c 25 or older

“A high school dropout earns about 
$260,000 less on average during a lifetime 
than a high school graduate.”

Bob Wise, President of the Alliance for 
Excellent Education	


