
 
 
An investment with great dividends: Local business 
leaders say early childhood education is a key to 
economic prosperity 
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It may be a little tacky to piggyback off another 
columnist, but I'm going to do it today because a 
recent piece by Nicholas Kristof should strike a 
strong chord here in Kalamazoo County. 
 
In his Wednesday column in The New York 
Times, Kristof wrote that the Occupy Wall Street 
movement should really focus on "occupying the 
classroom" — and, by that, he specifically means 
preschool classrooms. 
 
"The single step that would do the most to 
reduce inequality has nothing to do with finance 
at all. It's an expansion of early childhood 
education," he wrote. 
 
As it happens, hundreds of people participated in 
a series of Occupy Kalamazoo events last week. 
And, by coincidence, a press conference took 
place Tuesday at the Kalamazoo Regional 
Chamber of Commerce to release a report on the 
value of early-childhood programs. 
 
Tuesday's event was particularly intriguing 
because the people at the press conference 
weren't the usual suspects promoting a social 
program. 
 
Rather, it was the local business executives who 
were saying that the investment in early-
childhood education pays off for everybody. 
 
"Investment in early education provides a 
booster shot to the economy now and also lays a 
foundation for long-term economic security," 
said Sheri Welsh, president of Kalamazoo-based 
professional recruitment firm Welsh & 
Associates, at Tuesday's gathering. 
 
The group offered an analysis that indicates 
investment in early-childhood education offers a 
bigger economic return than investments in 
construction, transportation, manufacturing or 
utilities. 
 
"Those kinds of returns are difficult to ignore 
and, in fact, should be highlighted. Continuing 
these investments is an essential strategy for 
supporting Michigan's businesses and economy," 

said David Tomko, Southwest Michigan regional 
president of PNC Bank. 
 
Here's why a local banker and other business 
people are saying that investing in early-
childhood programs makes so much sense: Most 
of a child's brain is developed before he or she 
enters kindergarten. The research is 
overwhelming that a child's first five years are a 
make-or-break period for school — and life — 
success. 
 
Very young children whose physical, emotional 
and intellectual needs are nurtured are much 
more likely to flourish in school and become 
productive adults. Children born into a deprived 
environment tend to start school way behind and 
never catch up. 
 
The research also is overwhelming that social 
programs that provide support for very young 
children — from prenatal care to the Nurse-
Family Partnership to high-quality preschool — 
are far more effective than interventions for older 
children. 
 
A dollar spent on early-childhood programs is a 
dollar that pays for itself many times over. It can 
make the difference between a taxpaying adult 
versus an adult in prison or on welfare. 
Everybody benefits. 
 
This conversation is especially important at a 
time when Gov. Rick Snyder and the Legislature 
are thinking hard about how to revitalize 
Michigan's struggling economy. 
 
Surely, if they can fund a $1.6 billion business-
tax cut that may or may not generate jobs, 
Michigan lawmakers could embrace something 
that we know actually works, has the stamp of 
approval from business types, and offers a 
helping hand to the state's neediest, most 
vulnerable residents. 
 
Occupy Wall Street has many detractors. But 
Occupy The Classroom? Who can argue with 
that? 


