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Our national security relies on qualified 
young adults who are ready, willing, and 
able to serve in the U.S. military. However, 
educational deficits, behavior problems, 
and health issues (particularly obesity) 
currently prevent 70 percent of youth in 
Illinois from qualifying for service.1 Investing 
in high-quality child care and its 
workforce can help address these issues, 
ensuring that children learn healthy 
habits at a young age, and are prepared 
for any career they choose, including 
serving in the military. 

In early childhood, children begin to 
develop many of the social-emotional and 
early learning skills required for 21st-century 
jobs, including military service.2 Therefore, 
investing in high-quality child care for 
families who rely on it, and investing in its 
workforce, are vital to ensure that children 
have a strong start in life. This is a particularly 
high priority given that only 29 percent of 

Illinois’ incoming kindergarteners are 
considered fully ready for school.3

High-quality child care also allows parents to 
be able to work and can help strengthen the 
economy. However, a 2019 study of working 
parents of children under age 3 found 
that, when families do not have the child care 
they need, parents’ work productivity falls, 
resulting in costs to parents, their employers, 
and, ultimately, taxpayers.4 These challenges 
inflict an estimated annual cost of $2.4 billion 
in lost earnings, productivity, and revenue 
statewide—a price tag that has likely risen 
considerably during the COVID-19 pandemic.

High-quality early childhood 
education (ECE) can improve 
future military readiness
While nearly one-third of Illinois youth 
between the ages of 17 and 24 are too 
overweight to qualify for military service, 
their problems begin much earlier.5 Children 

$2.4 billion
in annual losses 
for Illinois due to 
insufficient infant 
and toddler care
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as young as 2 are experiencing rising 
obesity rates; among this age group the 
obesity rate is 14 percent.6 Obesity in 
childhood can lead to high blood pressure, 
joint problems, asthma, and an increased 
risk of obesity in adulthood.7 This 
demonstrates the need for obesity 
prevention beginning early in life, with 
high-quality early learning.

Early childhood providers can help children 
develop healthy habits at a young age by 
serving nutritious meals and ensuring 
children get adequate exercise.8 ECE 
programs that emphasize healthy eating and 
physical activity can help reduce children’s 
risk of obesity, as these healthy habits last a 
lifetime. A study of the Abecedarian ECE 
program found that girls who participated 
were less likely to become obese as adults, 

and boys had fewer risk factors for heart 
disease, stroke, and diabetes.9

The benefits of high-quality early care and 
education extend beyond positive health 
outcomes. A longitudinal study of over 1,300 
children found that those in higher-quality 
child care were better prepared for school at 
age 4, compared with children in lower-quality 
care. At age 15, these students were still 
performing slightly better than their peers, 
and had fewer behavior problems.10 Another 
study found that high-quality, full-day child 
care had a positive impact on children’s 
language development at age 2.11 Quality 
child care has long-term benefits for 
children’s social and emotional development 
as well, building the foundation of social 
skills they will need as adults.

The military child care system: 
an example of high-quality 
early care and education
As we call for strengthening high-quality 
child care statewide, we can look toward 
the military’s child care system as a 
successful model. The Military Child Care 
System (MCCS) is the country’s largest 
employer-sponsored ECE program.12 Fees 
for on-base programs are on a sliding scale, 
determined by family income. On average, 
public funds cover 64 percent of the cost.13 
The military has embraced child care as a 
quality-of-life benefit for service members, 
to support mission readiness, morale, and 
retention. Quality child care allows service 
members to focus on their jobs, while 
providing their children with a nurturing 
environment. The total population of military 
children under the age of 13 is approximately 
1.2 million, making child care an important 
component of military readiness.14 The 
military’s investment in training its ECE 

Maj. Gen. (Ret.)
William L. Enyart
U.S. Army, Belleville, IL

To ensure more 
Illinois children can 

access high-quality child 
care, we must strengthen 
assistance for working 
families and further 
invest in the child care 
workforce.”
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teachers and staff will, in turn, prepare 
children in these programs for future 
success, potentially increasing future 
military readiness.

As is needed in civilian child care programs, 
the MCCS’ requirements ensure that 
providers are meeting high standards, 
employing qualified staff, and offering 
high-quality care. The MCCS mandates a 
training program and credentials for ECE 
teachers and staff. Training is provided at no 
cost to employees, and is linked to a career 
ladder leading to increased compensation. 
Additionally, the MCCS offers higher wages 
and more benefits than civilian 
counterparts, which has dramatically 
reduced staff turnover.15

What Illinois can learn from the 
military child care system
While the military’s child care system is now 
considered a model for the nation, this 
was not always the case. A generation ago, 
the Department of Defense overhauled and 
upgraded its child care system.16 This 
investment served not only as a vital 
workforce support for military parents, but 
also helped ensure that children had a 
quality environment in which they could 
learn and grow. Today, these child care 
centers and certified family child care 
homes are important resources for the 
military. They provide an example of best 
practices for child care systems.

High-quality child care 
requires a well-prepared, 
well-compensated workforce
In Illinois, 70 percent of parents of children 
under 6 are in the workforce.17 Just like the 
military needs well-resourced leaders to 
train its recruits and ensure national 

security, early childhood professionals must 
be well-resourced to provide care to 
children during their most essential years of 
development. Children need nurturing and 
stimulating environments for healthy brain 
development during their early years. 

Child care costs vary across the state, but 
what parents pay does not always cover the 
full cost. Unfortunately, ECE programs do not 
always generate enough revenue to 
adequately pay teachers and staff. On 
average, teachers in centers earn $13.85 per 
hour in Illinois, despite the fact that 68 percent 
have at least an associate degree.18 Low 
wages and lack of benefits are a major reason 
why many employees leave the ECE field. In 
2019, the turnover rate was 32 percent for 
early childhood teachers, and 46 percent for 
assistant teachers.19 During the pandemic, 
many providers closed and teachers sought 
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other work, with higher wages; many likely will 
not return to child care. 

Additional ECE funding helps 
Illinois provide adequate and 
equitable child care access
A bipartisan, statewide commission, 
appointed by Gov. Pritzker in late 2019, 
spent over a year studying ways to 
improve the equitability, accessibility, and 
quality of child care and other key early 
childhood programs in Illinois. The 
commission estimated that the current 
level of state-and-federal investment in 
these services is only 14 percent of what is 
necessary to fully fund them, highlighting 
how far we have to go to truly meet 
families’ needs.20 Additionally, funding for 
birth-to-5 programs is far less than funding 
for K-12 services, with the former 
representing $2,200 per child in 2017 
while the latter comes to nearly $15,000 
per child. The point is not to reduce 
funding for K-12, but to increase 
investments for young children during a 
period when they experience rapid 
development and need additional support 
to thrive, as the commission suggested. 

Similarly, the public-private Illinois PN3 
(Prenatal to 3) initiative has wisely called 
for much greater resources in the well-
being of children, including stronger child 
care supports.21

It is crucial that Illinois employs the 
recommendations of the PN3 and Early 
Childhood Funding Commission efforts to 
bolster our early childhood system. Federal 
resources will continue to prove vital to 
pursuing these aims. Federal COVID-relief 
funds have helped shore-up Illinois child 
care programs in key, if short-term, ways (as 
of this writing, the landmark Build Back Better 
legislation was still pending in Congress). In 
addition, Illinois has taken other noteworthy, 
interim steps to improve child care, focusing 
on staff training and retention. Examples of 
this include recent “hero bonuses” of about 
$1,000 for qualifying child care staff and 
$300 million in grants prioritizing teacher 
compensation increases, as well as a new 
“consortium” effort between two- and four-
year colleges to boost early childhood 
teacher training. Such moves are good for 
children, families, and their child care options 
in the short term, as well as national security 
in the long run. 

Conclusion
Illinois must do more to support child care professionals throughout our state. These 
goals call for strengthening the adequacy and equity of ECE funding in ways that extend 
access to more working families and elevate the quality of services. As military child care 
and our state’s own experiences have demonstrated, improvements that address issues 
of adequate staffing and employee compensation can have lasting impacts that are 
much needed. Our children, families, communities, and the nation’s well-being will all 
benefit.
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