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Brad Billings says he understands the budget dilemma facing legislators in 
Illinois, which has been bleeding red ink in recent years. 

"Our state has a lot of challenges," he said. 

But Billings, president and CEO of Blessing Health System, emphasizes the 
need for priorities, and near the top of that list should be a renewed urgency 
for investment in early childhood learning. Legislators are trying to finalize 
the state's fiscal 2015 budget by the end of May. 

Billings was part of panel Tuesday that addressed early childhood care and 
education and its long-term economic impact on the state. 

"Our increasingly global marketplace calls on us to do everything we can to 
sharpen our competitive edge," he said. "Solid early learning programs 
represent one of our best opportunities to rise to the challenge." 

Billings spoke in support of new research presented by 
ReadyNation/America's Edge, a nonprofit, nonpartisan group represents 
about 1,000 business leaders nationwide, including more than 100 in Illinois. 

Joining Billings in speaking via conference call were Collinsville Mayor John 
Miller; Tom Fitch, vice president of Harold O'Shea Builders in Springfield and 
chairman of the Greater Springfield Area Chamber of Commerce; and Lisa 
Savegnago, president of Nameplate and Panel Technology in Carol Stream. 

The Ready Nation/America's Edge report illustrated that investments in early 
childhood care and education "provide an impressive and nearly immediate 
business boost for local communities throughout Illinois," with potential to 
generate thousands of jobs and more than $1 billion in new economic 
activity. 

Every public dollar that Illinois invests in early childhood programs generates 
a total of $1.94 in business activity, according to ReadyNation/America's 
Edge research. That multiplier effect outpaces eight of nine other major 
business sectors studied, such as retail trade ($1.93) and manufacturing 
($1.79). 

"From bolstering local sales to supporting existing jobs and creating new 
positions, early learning investments clearly pay off for local businesses, 
communities, and their economies in ways that are often overlooked," said 
Sara Watson, the national director of ReadyNation/America's Edge. 

The $1.94 multiplier figure means that each dollar spent on teacher and staff 
wages leads to 94 cents of added spending on local goods and services by 
those workers and early learning centers themselves. 

In addition, the study includes research it says shows that high-quality early 
education programs increase kids' chances of graduating from high school 
on time, attending college and securing better-paying jobs. 

Billings noted that recent Early Childhood Block Grant cuts by the state have 
removed 25,000 young children from preschool classrooms statewide. 

"We have to decide what priorities are most important to help our state be 
more productive and prepare its citizens for the (business challenges of the 
future)," he said. "We will have a tough time being part of what will be an 
even more competitive workforce in the future." 

Julie Schuckman, the Quincy School District's director of early childhood 
education, said she has received no indication about state funding for the 
Early Childhood and Family Center, 401 S. Eighth, for the 2014-15 school 
year. 

"Hopefully, we'll be able to maintain what we have, but right now we have no 
idea," Schuckman said. 

The Early Childhood and Family Center serves 500 children from pre-K 
through fourth grade, including children with special needs. 

Schuckman said before state funding cuts were enacted in recent years, the 
number of children served at the center had been as high as 700. 
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