
	  
	  
	  
How should Illinois invest in its future?  
Here's where to start 
November 19, 2013 
 
Successful businesses learn from the past, make appropriate adjustments in the present 
and plan carefully for the future. 
 
Thus, it's important that we heed red flags such as those raised in a recent report by 
America's Edge, a national nonprofit of business leaders who support policy investments in 
child development. It projects that, over the next decade, the number of Illinois' highest-
skilled jobs will increase at a rate more than four times that of the lowest-skilled positions. 
More than nine out of 10 jobs in science, technology, engineering and math – areas of 
particular growth – will require post-secondary education. Today, though, only four in 10 
Illinois adults have an associate's degree or better. 
 
In my own work, leading a 1,000-member association of manufacturing and supplier 
companies, I hear of similar challenges: Too many employers struggle to identify and hire 
well-skilled workers. Clearly, our state's workforce will be unprepared for the future without 
strategic, long-term adjustments in our approach to job training and education. Research 
indicates that early childhood should be the centerpiece of a truly smart strategy. 
 
Fortunately, that's the focus of a newly proposed, state-federal partnership to bolster kids' 
chances of entering school – and eventually the workforce – better prepared for success. 
Once, Illinois led the nation in these early learning efforts. But over the course of only three 
years, our fiscal troubles set back and stalled our work, erasing state-supported preschool 
opportunities for about 22,000 youngsters. These losses have hit every area of our state – 
more than 1,600 preschool slots in suburban Cook and Chicago's collar counties alone, 
every lost slot eliminating opportunities for kids and our economy, alike. 
 
WHAT'S AT STAKE 
Decades of research demonstrate in detail what's at stake: Children who participate in high-
quality early learning programs are up to 44 percent more likely to graduate high school, 
according to one study. They go on to earn 36 percent more as adults and are as much as 31 
percent more likely to hold a job deemed “semi-skilled” or higher. Yet as we've foolishly 
flipped those statistics on their head, studies show, we also have increased Illinois' likelihood 
of spending more on special education, remedial job training and correctional facilities. 
 
That's why, as a business leader, I favor new legislation introduced in the U.S. Senate and 
House of Representatives to help us get back on track in Illinois, building the skilled 
workforce our state needs to succeed in today's global economy. The core elements of the 
Strong Start for America's Children Act (H.R. 3461, S. 1697) actually echo – and would 
further strengthen – successful policies and programs modeled over time in states such as 
ours. 
 
The proposal's robust, state-federal partnership would allow Illinois and other states to 
secure the funding necessary to further develop the quality of our own early learning 
programs and extend their access. This would help us resume our efforts at making high-



quality preschool more available to 4-year-olds from low- and moderate-income families, as 
well as offering quality child care to more children 3 and younger. 
 
These days, Congress certainly isn't known for agreeing on much. However, preparing our 
children for success in school, in the workforce, and in life should not be a partisan issue. In 
demonstration of that, this new legislation already is attracting bipartisan support. 
 
We should treat early learning as a top economic-development priority, demanding that 
Congress and the Obama administration work together to get the job done. This is the right 
direction for our kids, families and businesses. And now is the right time – to learn, to adjust 
and to plan for strengthening our economy and improving our shared future. 
 
 
Brian McGuire is president of the Technology and Manufacturing Association, based in Park 
Ridge. 


