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The majority of Illinois children live in 
households where all parents work, making 
high-quality early care and education (ECE) 
essential for parents, children and our 
state’s employers. Parents need child care, 
preschool, birth-to-3 programs and other 
services in order to work and support their 
families. Employers benefit when parents 
have the peace of mind they need to be 
productive, reliable employees. ECE 
supports young children’s cognitive and 
socio-emotional development, setting them 
on a path to success in school and careers. 
However, too many Illinois children lack 
access to quality ECE options and COVID-19 
has exacerbated this situation. The 
recommendations of the Illinois Commission 
on Equitable Early Childhood Education and 
Care Funding (also known as the “Early 
Childhood Funding Commission”) represent 
a solid “business plan” for achieving a much 
stronger, more equitable early childhood 

system that’s better-positioned to support 
the needs of our state’s working parents 
and their children, as well as employers and 
our economy.

High-quality early care and 
education can support a 
productive workforce—both 
now and into the future
With the majority (70 percent) of Illinois’ 
young children having all available parents 
in the workforce,1 ECE services are 
essential for both parents and their 
children. High-quality early education 
programs provide parents with the peace 
of mind they need to be productive, 
reliable employees. These programs also 
offer children enriching experiences during 
a critical period of brain development.

Research demonstrates that women who 
have access to child care subsidies reap 
many employment-related benefits: They 

70%
of Illinois’ young 
children have all 
available parents in 
the workforce.
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are more likely to work, are able to work 
more hours, have more stable employment 
and earn more.2 When the District of 
Columbia implemented “universal” 
preschool access for 3- and 4-year-olds, 
maternal labor force participation increased 
by 10 percent.3 Improving access to high-
quality early education will also likely 
increase workplace stability for parents and 
bolster productivity by limiting absences 
and “presenteeism” (being on the job, but 
not fully focused).   

Studies have also shown the benefits of 
high-quality ECE for children. For example, a 
longitudinal study of more than 1,300 
children found that children in higher-quality 
child care were better-prepared for school 
at age 4 than children in lower-quality care. 
At age 15, they were still performing slightly 
above their peers on cognitive ability and 
achievement, and also experienced 
significantly lower levels of behavior 

problems, compared with children in lower-
quality child care.4 By age 26, participants 
from families with low incomes, who spent 
two or more years in high-quality child care, 
were more likely to graduate from college 
and had higher salaries, compared with 
those who had been in lower-quality care.5

Decades of research, across numerous 
states, show the short- and long-term 
benefits of high-quality preschool for 
children’s development, particularly for 
children from families with low incomes.6 
Children who attend high-quality preschool 
are more likely to arrive at kindergarten 
ready to learn,7 are less likely to be held 
back in school or to need special 
education,8 and more likely to be proficient 
in reading and math.9 Preschool participants 
also have an increased probability of 
graduating from high school10 and are less 
likely to have behavioral problems 
throughout their school years.11 All of this 
translates into a stronger set of technical as 
well as social-emotional skills—the “hard” 
and “soft” skills—that employers seek in 
their hires.

Too many Illinois children lack 
access to quality ECE
Unfortunately, many children don’t get the 
opportunities they need to build a strong 
foundation for learning. Over the past two 
decades, Illinois has made a number of 
advances in expanding early learning 
access for young children, including more 
than doubling the state dollars committed to 
pre-K and birth-to-3 services via its Early 
Childhood Block Grant. Yet, shortcomings 
and setbacks have checked this progress at 
times, such as 2015 cuts in eligibility for 
child care assistance that resulted in 
50,000 fewer children accessing services—
cuts that have been reversed, but from 

Ashley Villarreal
Executive Director, Kankakee 
County Chamber of Commerce

Business stability 
and productivity 

depend on a strong early 
childhood sector: A 
streamlined, high-quality, 
accessible system of child 
care and early education.”
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which caseloads are still struggling to 
rebound fully. Many families still lack the 
early care and education options that 
parents seek for their young children, and 
many of these are families of color whose 
youngsters could arguably benefit the 
most.12 The challenges reflect factors 
ranging from financial (such as program 
costs) to geographic (such as transportation 
hurdles), and beyond.  

Fifty-eight percent of Illinoisans live within a 
child care “desert,” lacking sufficient, 
licensed, early care options to meet needs—
the 12th-highest rate among the states.13 But 
that figure climbs even higher  among Latino 
families to 65 percent. Often, when early 
childhood programs can be found, the cost 
pushes them out of reach. For instance, 
Illinois’ white families spent an average of 9 
percent of their incomes on child care in 
2016, which is two points higher than what 
the federal government considers 
“affordable” for care. Yet, Latino and Black 
households proportionately paid even 
more—14 percent and 18 percent of their 
incomes, respectively—to obtain care for 
their children.14

Since the outbreak of the COVID pandemic, 
the Pritzker Administration and other state 
policymakers have responded with a series 
of admirable policy steps to increase the 
affordability of child care assistance, 
including the reduction of family co-pays for 
households below the Federal Poverty Level 
and capping of those monthly fees at 7 
percent of income. Illinois recently extended 
child care assistance to unemployed parents 
seeking work, and has modestly increased 
reimbursement rates for child care providers.15

Federal COVID-relief funds have helped 
kickstart several key policy improvements, 

such as fueling $725 million in Child Care 
Restoration Grants to help thousands of 
center- and home-based providers cover 
their bills and weather the pandemic.16 Child 
care worker bonuses of up to $1,000 have 
been a welcome relief to many members of 
this crucial but chronically underpaid 
workforce, and a new round of restoration 
grants is focusing particularly on 
strengthening compensation.

This is particularly important because poor 
compensation and benefits for early 
childhood staff remain an ongoing concern—
and at precisely the time the pressures of the 
pandemic have demonstrated this system to 
be a “workforce supporting the entire 
workforce” that’s necessary to economic 
recovery. Low pay churns the field with high 
turnover, which, in turn, undermines not only 
program quality but access when providers 
cannot adequately attract and retain skilled, 
stable workers.

The Kindergarten Individual Development 
Survey (KIDS), administered annually by 
teachers across the state, shows the impact 
of the lack of access to high-quality early 
learning. In the fall of 2019, only 35 percent 
of our state’s white kindergarteners were 
deemed to be starting their formal 
education school-ready in all three areas 
observed: early math, language and literacy, 
and social-emotional development.17 That’s 
an alarmingly low figure with which our state 
cannot be satisfied, yet it was still 12 points 
higher than the figure for Black children and 
18 points higher than that of Hispanic 
youngsters. Furthermore, only 14 percent of 
English Learners (ELs) were considered fully 
school-ready in these domains, compared 
with 30 percent for non-EL children. It’s 
important to remember the skills covered in 
the KIDS survey reflect basic abilities that 
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are necessary for success in the classroom 
today and the workforce tomorrow.

Recommendations of the 
Illinois Early Childhood 
Funding Commission
To help resolve many of these longstanding 
challenges in pre-K, child care, and birth-to-3 
services, Gov. JB Pritzker established the 
Illinois Commission on Equitable Early 
Childhood Education and Care Funding in late 
2019.18 Its 29 members represented a wide 
variety of backgrounds and expertise, and 
they spent more than a year studying our 
state’s existing system of services, its 
strengths and weaknesses, and options for 
improvement. Among the many organizations 
and entities encouraging these efforts were 
business executives from ReadyNation Illinois’ 
membership; employers and other business 
leaders have argued these early childhood 
matters are central to many of their concerns 
for workforce quality and stability.19

The Commission’s resulting spring 2021 
report20 represents a solid “business plan” for 
achieving a much stronger early childhood 
system that’s better-positioned to support the 
needs of our state’s economy and employers 
as well as working parents and their children.

First, the Commission recommends that the 
state use its “articulated, long-term ECEC 

funding goal” in developing early childhood 
policy. This goal would require dramatically 
increased resources for early childhood 
programs, based on a realistic cost-modeling 
approach. The Commission determined that 
$12.4 billion total commitment of public funds 
is necessary. That compares with a current 
investment of $1.9 billion (only 14 percent of 
needed resources). The additional funding 
could come from a variety of sources—
including state and federal—and would be 
phased in over time, with the goal of 
improving access, quality and equity. 

The Commission’s second recommendation 
aims to simplify and better-coordinate ECE 
programs’ funding streams, which are 
currently spread across three state agencies. 
The goal of this coordination is to reduce 
barriers for families and providers, and 
enhance services for children. In addition, 
targeted grants would provide funding for 
start-up and incubator programs. 

The final recommendation calls for 
establishing a new state agency focused on 
ECE to ensure a more coordinated approach 
to early childhood issues and policy than the 
current, multi-agency arrangement can offer. 
This approach recognizes that the various 
ECE programs comprise one system, 
reducing complications for families and 
providers alike.

Conclusion
High-quality early care and education supports today’s workforce and helps build the 
workforce of tomorrow. Implementing the recommendations of the Illinois Early 
Childhood Funding Commission would require time, new resources, and great dedication 
of effort. But it also would yield a more coordinated, adequately-resourced, and equitable 
ECE system that would benefit Illinois children, families, and employers, and bolster our 
state’s economy.
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