
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Tom Fitch: Early learning 
strengthens the economy 
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Building a strong economy requires the same approach as planning for a 
good construction project. 
 
A solid foundation and high-quality materials are vital. Skimp on them, 
and you’ll soon wish you hadn’t. 

 
Years of research have demonstrated how this lesson applies to early care and education. 
Without good preschool opportunities, many children enter kindergarten behind their 
peers and never catch up. They’re less likely to do well in school, graduate on time or 
become productive members of society. 
 
Meanwhile, among youngsters who do attend early learning programs, the mirror-image 
outlook is much brighter in all those areas. 
 
Now, new evidence shows that we don’t have to wait for that preschool-aged child to grow 
up to see impressive pay-offs. 
 
Every public dollar we invest in early education results in $1.94 of nearly immediate 
business activity rippling through local communities, according to a new report from 
ReadyNation/America’s Edge. 
 
This $1.94 “multiplier” effect outpaces even the robust returns of such business sectors as 
retail trade, transportation and manufacturing. And it represents untapped potential to 
further boost flagging local economies. 
 
Tens of thousands of disadvantaged children currently lack early learning opportunities in 
Illinois. But if we invest in their education and development, we not only would help 
ensure a better-prepared workforce for tomorrow, we could boost economic activity by 
more than $1 billion and generate 19,000 new jobs, including 4,000 jobs outside the early 
learning sector. 
 



Unfortunately, that’s not the direction Illinois has followed in recent years. Policymakers 
have slashed early learning investments dramatically, taking pre-kindergarten 
opportunities from 25,000 young children, including nearly 570 in Sangamon County 
alone, or about 30 percent of the kids whom area preschools served as recently as 2009. 
 
These counterproductive moves have weakened the economy even further, according to 
ReadyNation/America’s Edge. Cutting $80 million from state-supported preschool and 
birth-to-3 programs actually cost Illinois businesses about $155 million in sales and 
activity this year alone, as well as setting back our efforts at developing the workforce of 
tomorrow. 
 
I have some additional, valuable insight on this issue. My wife and I have owned a day 
care and preschool for years. We have a first-hand view of the value of early learning 
programs for kids, families and entire communities. We see how working parents struggle 
to ensure their children have affordable, reliable educational places to stay while mom and 
dad are on the job. 
 
Those struggles fuel employee absenteeism, turnover and retraining needs that cost 
American employers about $3 billion annually. These challenges grow with every 
preschool slot that policymakers cut in the name of finding savings. 
 
The research is clear, and we can’t afford to ignore it any longer: We save nothing 
meaningful when we erase a child’s opportunities to learn and develop. Instead, 
everybody loses as we chip away at the foundation of our economy. 
 
Not long ago, Illinois led the nation in efforts to ensure more children and families had 
access to high-quality early learning programs. We were following a great blueprint for 
strengthening the well-being of children and businesses alike. 
 
We need to get back to that plan so we can build up rather than tear down. 
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