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Good afternoon and welcome to the University of the Arts, one of Philadelphia’s great learning institutions. As the leader of Pennsylvania’s largest business advocacy group, the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce, I am here today to focus on a challenge that I believe is vital to the future success of this region and the entire state – early childhood education.

I am not new to this issue. As governor, I was fortunate enough to have the opportunity to travel across this diverse state, visiting with business and school officials in our cities, suburbs and rural communities. It became clear to me that if Pennsylvania was to compete effectively with other states for new businesses and jobs, if all Pennsylvanians were to participate in the Commonwealth’s economic prosperity, then we would have to make early childhood education a top priority.

That’s why, in 2002, I issued an executive order to create the Early Childhood Care and Education Task Force.  That task force consisted of a wide cross section of Pennsylvanians, businessmen and women, officials from every state agency with responsibilities in the development, funding or regulation of early childhood education programming, child care advocates and providers, early education teachers and school administrators. 

The late Fred Rogers – Mister Rogers to two generations of American children -- served as honorary chairman of that panel. Ultimately, the panel made 14 critical recommendations to lay the foundation for the future of this state’s early childhood education delivery system. The goal was to make investments in preschool education a top priority for this commonwealth.

Today, the KIDS COUNT Data Book re-affirms the critical need. It shows us the children whose path to achievement is cluttered with stumbling blocks. Here, we see 400,000 children in poverty, and many others whose families are one crisis away from devastation – just getting by, but unable to prepare for the health crisis or job loss or natural disaster that plunges them into true hardship. 

The numbers are daunting.  The good news is that we’ve held our own in Pennsylvania in the last few years, according to KIDS COUNT.  We’ve even made a little progress.  The better news is that right now, today, we know how to help these kids even more … and we have the answer within reach.

As the leader of the state’s largest business advocacy group, I am convinced that if Pennsylvania is to continue to move forward, the time has come to make this crucial investment in early childhood education. 

Why? 

Children who participate in well-crafted early childhood education programs – not just child care – are better prepared to learn and to grow. These children do better in elementary school. They graduate from high school and they go on to become our businessmen and women, our entrepreneurs and our workers for tomorrow.  Nobody builds a home without a solid foundation, and every businessperson will tell you that the most important resource they have is their workforce, the men and women who provide the life blood of their company. 

Kids who participate in quality early childhood education programs make better grades; have better high school graduation rates; have fewer problems with the law and go on to earn more money as valuable employees or business owners.  Opening up early childhood education to more kids is an investment in the future which we cannot afford to miss.

Pennsylvania must build a future workforce that is agile and capable of competing in this changing world. Without a strong corps of young people entering the workforce with a successful school background, Pennsylvania businesses will be at a disadvantage to competitors in New York, New Jersey, North Carolina and Illinois – states which have made early childhood education a priority. 

Make no mistake, brain drain starts in kindergarten. If this state is going to continue to move forward, we have to invest well in early childhood education programs. The task force I empaneled recommended that the state’s early childhood education investment be built on foundation elements to assure quality – research-based standards, and a qualified and competent workforce that includes credentialed teachers. Implemented on these principles, early childhood education is a powerful economic development tool that works. Early childhood education is an investment in this state’s future. It is an investment in our most important resource – our children. 

As I said last year when my task force issued its report, Pennsylvania has no time to waste, and children have no time to wait.  The new Governor and I see eye-to-eye on this.  We need to act to bring Pennsylvania’s early childhood initiatives into line with what’s going on in other states. 

The KIDS COUNT Data Book underscores that point. The time to act is now.

