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Remarks by Jim Hoolihan, president, Blandin Foundation
To Early Childhood Summit, January 28, 2009

Esteemed legislators, early childhood leaders, colleagues in philanthropy….

Thank you for having me here this afternoon.  It is a privilege—and I appreciate the opportunity to tell the story of so many people involved—and affected by—early childhood development in Itasca County.

This morning in Minnesota, more than 800,000 children showed up for school.  Having managed to get three of  our own through those years, I have a pretty good idea of what those school corridors look like.  Lots of red cheeks, hustle and bustle of coats, an explosion of mittens and hats, and the frantic unpacking of backpacks for homework and snacks.  

But in the Blandin Foundation’s home town of Grand Rapids--as in all of our communities—too many young students show up with more than just their back packs and homework.  Many carry burdens of:
· Living in poverty
· Coming from a single-parent family
· Experiencing stress in the family such as a death, divorce, unemployment or incarceration
· Dealing with chronic illness or disability in the family
That too many children should carry such a heavy load is unfair and unjust. These are some times referred to as “issues”- or “risk factors.” BUT- they are reality for some children and families. And these realities affect kids into adulthood, through no fault of their own.  But these also are burdens that our communities share.  Chipping away at the resiliency of our communities are:
· Lost talent and wages

· Special education costs
· Out-of-home placements for children

· Juvenile delinquency

· Substance abuse treatment

On top of a lot of difficult news these days—not to mention budget deficits-- these community burdens feel especially heavy.
 AND the opportunities and benefits for kids, families and communities are also so great. 
I’m so pleased to be here today.  And it’s truly an honor to be in your company, and in the company of David Lawrence, to share what I think is some GOOD NEWS….

Quickly, a bit about the Blandin Foundation.  At the behest of our  founder - and former Pioneer Press publisher and paper mill owner - Charles K. Blandin - the Blandin Foundation is focused on strengthening rural Minnesota communities, especially the Grand Rapids area.  Through grant-making, community leadership and public policy initiatives, we work toward helping to strengthen  and support healthy rural Minnesota  communities, grounded in strong economies, where the  benefits and burdens are widely shared.  

The Blandin  Foundation engages in early childhood from both social justice and economic development perspectives. We are involved in early Childhood work because it is the right thing to do for kids-for families and for communities. AND- we are involved because it is very effective and high return ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT. It is about healthy and strong communities and economies.
But the story of Invest Early is not the Blandin Foundation’s story alone; it is a story of local leadership and a story of cooperation for our children.  And it is a story that developed from need  from strong community leadership and—frankly—from a commitment of the Foundation to our home communities.
 The Foundation’s role, starting back in the mid-90s, was to raise awareness of the needs of Itasca County’s children, to spur local conversation about things like brain development and child abuse and neglect.  We had some excellent and early input from experts like economists Art Rolnick and Rob Gruenwald at the Federal Reserve and Sharon Lynn Kagan, a nationally recognized expert and author in the field of early childhood education.
We also had visionary and passionate and persistent foundation staff working in this area- including Kathryn Jensen and Mary Kosak.
 From those seeds grew the region-wide leadership and energy for intense and high-quality investment in children, especially those burdened with risk.  And not just at the preschool level, but starting as early as birth.  This became our community’s and our foundation’s Invest Early™ Initiative.
The initiative today is led by a coalition of four local school districts, Head Start, public health, Itasca Community College and Bemidji State University.  The Foundation continues to support Invest Early through grants and the participation of staff in the Invest Early coalition.   And I am here, today, as a storyteller.  To share lessons learned both from the community perspective as well as that of a funder.
So what does an Invest Early initiative look like?   
Invest Early is really focused to do two things:

1.  TO Deliver comprehensive, wrap-around services to at-risk children and their families, and
2.  TO Evaluate the impact of the investment

First, the services—offered at all four sites throughout Itasca County:

The core services available are:

· Infant/toddler classrooms

· Preschool classrooms

· Parent education

· Health services

· Home visits

All of this is seamless for the family—one application, tremendous coordination on the part of providers, and no need to worry about which funding stream is involved.
In addition, families choose from a menu of additional services based on needs or interest and these include:
· Adult basic education

· Transportation

· Extended care available 5 days/week for 12 months/year (6 a.m. to 6 p.m.)
· Family development 

· Mental health support

Let me emphasize that these all were existing community assets.  The elements already were there.  So what is different about Invest Early?  It really boils down to four essentials:

1. Absolute commitment to quality.  Well-educated and caring staff, high program standards, and a developmentally appropriate curriculum, are among the most important components of a high quality early learning environment.
2. Critical mass.  Access to full-day, five days a week, year-round programming for families and children in need.  Intensity matters.
3. Accountability.  Assessment is part of every step, both for short-term effectiveness as well as long-term impact.   Learning is re-invested.
4. A system that works for families.  Coordinated administration of early education and care—no matter whose turf.  This has been particularly exhilarating to watch—the absolute cooperation across funding streams, philosophies and approaches to programming—so that children benefit.  This could be the “secret sauce” of Invest Early—the collaboration.

It was in 2004 when Foundation staff presented the idea of Invest Early to the Foundation trustees.  I was just transitioning from serving as a board member to becoming the Foundation’s president.   Two facts from that presentation have stuck with me over these years:

The first was the startling statistic from the RAND Corporation that brain growth peaks at Age 3 - while public spending on children peaks at Age 17.

The second was the price tag:  to make the kind of early childhood investment we were thinking about was calculated, in 2004, by the Federal Reserve to be $10,799 per at-risk child or family.

Not only was I transitioning at that time from board to staff of the Foundation, I was coming from a business environment.  I have been part of a small - family business in Grand Rapids.   And the  kind of investment that the Foundation was considering —which turned out to be a commitment of about 1.5 million dollars a year over 10 years--was staggering to me.  Where could there possibly be the RETURN ON INVESTMENT on that large of an investment?
Invest Early still is the largest long-term commitment the Foundation has ever made in our home community.  But those dollars look different now that we have three years of results.  And there has been tremendous return on that investment—perhaps one of the best investments we’ve ever made.
You may recall I said Invest Early has two primary components.  The first was direct services and the second is evaluation.

We knew from the beginning that we were all taking calculated risks with Invest Early.   So we were especially delighted by how early assessment results have shown big gains.  Here’s some of what we already know from Wilder Research’s assessment of  the second year of Invest Early:  
1. When children start Invest Early at age 3, the proficiency gap is significantly narrowed when compared to peers facing fewer risks.
2. At-risk families are successfully connecting with doctors, children’s mental health, hearing and vision checks, fuel assistance, food shelves and other services, thanks—inpart--to Invest Early staff referrals.
3. There was a total cost decrease of 9 percent for special education services after only two years.
And those are just a few of the short-term results.  The Invest Early team also is looking at a long-term study of outcomes which, of course, will take some time.  But the anecdotal evidence is fascinating.  Invest Early instructors report:
· More parents having job interviews and getting jobs

· Children showing much more expression and speaking more clearly

· Parents providing more support
When the idea of Invest Early first came to us as trustees, the bottom-line challenge was presented this way: “…for too long we have found it too easy to say we can’t afford to make the investment needed in early childhood education, but the truth is, we can’t afford not to.”
So in the spirit of this day, I ask and challenge you to consider three of the most important lessons that we are learning through Invest Early:
1. Think positive.  Focus on assets and strengths, then leverage like crazy.   Partnerships make more possible and turf becomes irrelevant.
2. Quality is non-negotiable.  Again, well-educated and caring staff, high program standards, and a developmentally appropriate curriculum are the price of entry.
3. Invest early and often in the lives of our children.  We can’t afford not to.
Yesterday afternoon – at just about this time- I left the comforts of my office and drove six blocks to the ISD 318 Administration Building. I didn’t go into the Superintendent’s office and I didn’t go into the room where the School Board meets. Rather- I walked down the hall in their building and went into the Invest Early classrooms – and I saw kids – 3 and 4 and 5 – walking down the hall to get on their bus or to be picked up to go home at the end of their day.   Actually- it was so cold yesterday and they were so bundled up – it would be more accurate to say that I saw a lot of miniature Michelin bubbles all wrapped up in bulky jackets and hats and mittens pulling little Dora backpacks behind them. 
I visited with one of the moms. She told me that she has had all of her children in these early childhood programs. She told me her story. She use to be on county assistance. She does not need it now. She is now employed – and contributing to and paying taxes into the state. She has recently completed one year of college. She laughed- that on snow days- she has to put up with a child that WANTS to go to school – to her Invest Early classroom. This mother took her children home yesterday – and today – to a home that has a different reality than it did a few years ago.  And that is to a home with more opportunity and promise for their children – and for our community and for our state. 
And that’s what this is all about.  Whether your reasons are justice or economic, - it’s about the kids- and it’s about our families – and it’s about healthy rural and healthy Minnesota communities.
I thank you for your partnership- your commitment and your kind attention.

