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veryone deserves the chance to
achieve the American dream, and being
financially secure and able to meet your
family’s basic needs is a critical factor.
But too many Illinois families face
obstacles to reaching that goal. In our
state, one out of every three children
lives in a low-income family, four out of

every 10 households don’t have savings accounts and two out of
every three adults lack higher education.

The question is not whether families are struggling financially,
but how can we improve outcomes for those families?

“Asset building” describes an approach to public policy and pri-
vate sector efforts that enable people with limited financial
resources to accumulate and preserve long-term assets such as
savings, a home and post-secondary education. There are two
kinds of policies that encourage asset building: 

• financial, such as financial literacy programs and special
savings accounts like “529” college savings plans and
Individual Development Accounts; and

• life skills, which include assets like accessible preschool,
affordable health care and quality education.

We need to aid families in building both kinds of assets in order
to help them get ahead, reach the middle class and provide more
opportunities for their children. Our new “Illinois Kids Count”
report, highlighted on page 04, recommends that Illinois contin-
ue to improve and expand voluntary preschool so that all 3- and
4-year-olds can participate, reform the state tax structure to

p ro v ide better fund i ng for public schools and ens u re that all chil-
dren and their working pare nts are covered by health ins u ra nc e.

The guest columnists featured in this newsletter focus on two
important aspects of asset building. Ricardo Estrada writes about
quality education on page 05, and Dory Rand discusses the need
for special children’s savings accounts on page 06.

T hese efforts are investme nts in the future of Illino i s. And your
i n v e s t me nt in Vo ices for Illinois Children allows us to ma ke re a l
p ro g ress in securing a better future for all of our state’s children. 

Let me share with you just one recent victory. When classes
started this September, there were over 92,000 children in high-
quality preschool programs, a 37 percent increase over just three
years ago. That’s 25,000 more 3- and 4-year-olds at risk of
school failure who are now receiving the early education services
they need to get a good start on their schooling. 

You should be proud of what your support of our work has
helped to accomplish. Yet so much remains to be done.

In the coming year, Vo ices will cont i nue to champion the needs of
all the kids in our state. Some of the issues we will tackle inc l ude :

• Improving and expanding early childhood education so that
all 3- and 4-year olds can participate if their parents choose.

• Strengthening mental health supports for children.

• Preserving crucial intervention services for young children
with developmental delays or disabilities.

By ma k i ng a do na t ion to Vo ic e s, we can cont i nue working toge t he r
to ma ke Illinois a much better place for our children. 
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O U R M I S S I O N
Voices for Illinois Children champions the full development of eve ry child in Illinois to assure the future we l l - b e i n g o f
the people of the state. We work with families, communities and policymakers to ensure that all children grow up
h e a l t h y, nurt u red, safe and we l l - e d u c a t e d .

Correction: The summer edition of the Voices for Illinois Children newsletter misspelled the names 
of Rep. Dan Beiser, Rep. Gary Hannig and Rep. Jay Hoffman. We regret this error.

The Voices newsletter is edited by Julie Pa r e n t e, designed by Childers Communications, Inc. and printed by Ko kopelli Communications Group, Inc.

92,000 KIDS NOW IN HIGH QUALITY PRESCHOOL PROGRAMS – A 37% INCREASE OVER 3 YEARS AG O.
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INVESTING IN OUR FUTURE
By Jerry Stermer, President
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wo major vic t o r ies for children eme rged fro m
I l l i nois legislators’ final two weeks of the 2005
s e s s ion this fa l l .

T he All Kids proposal passed with the promise of
ex t e nd i ng health ins u ra nce to every Illinois child
w ho lacks it, re g a rdless of ho u s e hold inc o me. Over
t i me, this initiative should pro v ide affo rdable cov-
e ra ge for mo re than 250,000 unins u red kid s, Gov.
Rod Blago j e v ich has pledge d. 

About half of those children come from low-inc o me
fa m i l ies that alre a dy are eligible for – but no t
re c e i v i ng – Kid C a re covera ge, he said. All Kids will
fuel better outreach efforts to help those young-
sters get the health care they lack. 

T he other unins u red children are those from midd l e -
class ho u s e holds whose inc o mes are too high to
q ualify for Kid C a re or Me d ic a id assistanc e, but of t e n
too low for pare nts to affo rd health ins u ra nce costs
on their own. All Kids would change that, by ma k i ng
c h i l dren’s ins u ra nce affo rdable for their fa m i l ie s. For
exa m p l e, a family of four earning $40,000 to $59,000
a n nually would pay a $40 mo nthly premium per
child and a $10 co-pay for each doctor visit.

Perhaps no w he re is this mo re welcome news than in
t he fa s t e s t - g ro w i ng population segme nt of Illino i s,
t he Latino commu n i t y. The Governor’s Office has
s a id All Kids covera ge would ex t e nd even to undo c-
u me nted children, who often come from Latino
ho u s e holds that lack ade q uate health ins u ra nc e.

“Research shows affordable, preventive care not
only helps children to stay physically healthy, it
boosts their school performance and their fami-
lies’ economic health,” said state Sen. Miguel
del Valle of Chicago. “We should be very proud.

Guaranteei ng health care to every single child
puts Illinois alone amo ng the states.” 

All Kids’ $45 million cost should be covered by
s a v i ngs from switching Illinois’ Me d ic a id patie nt s
to a ma na ge d - c a re system, pairing each of the m
with a prima r y - c a re phy s ic ian to help guide mo s t
me d ical de c i s io ns, the Governor said. Much work
re ma i ns to settle the details of All Kids impleme n-
t a t ion, as is the case with re fo r ms of Illino i s ’
j u v e n i l e - j u s t ice system.

During their “veto session,” legislators also
a p p roved a plan to break the Juvenile Divisio n
away from the Departme nt of Corre c t io ns and fo r m
a new state age ncy de d icated to re h a b i l i t a t i ng
y o u ng of f e nde r s. The de v e l o p me nt of new educ a-
t io nal and tre a t me nt services should help mo re
y o u t hs leave the system as future pro ductive citi-
z e ns who are better-equipped to avoid furthe r
c r i m i nal tro u b l e s. 

“ To da y, nearly half of these youths wind up back
in the juvenile system within three years, a re c id i-
vism rate we’ve got to improve for the sake of
c h i l dren and our ent i re future as a state,” said
F rank Kopecky of Spring f ie l d, a member of Vo ic e s ’
B o a rd of Directors and chairman of the Board of
t he Illinois Juvenile Justice Initia t i v e. “We ne e d
to do mo re than lock up young of f e nders; we’ve
got to help them turn their lives aro u nd. ”

I l l i nois’ adult prison population has swelled to
about 44,000, overwhe l m i ng Departme nt of
C o r re c t io ns pro g ra m m i ng de c i s io ns at the
ex p e nse of the de p a r t me nt’s 1,600 juveniles. A
f resh start should focus better attent ion on the
s p e c i f ic needs of the younger group, ma k i ng

T

P OLICY UPDAT E

JUVENILE JUSTICE, KIDS’ HEALTH CARE 
TAKE IMPORTANT STEPS FORWA R D

By Sean Noble

continued on page 08
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ASSET BUILDING: 
A PATH TO ECONOMIC SECURITY

By Julie Parente

hildren do well when their families
do well, and families succeed when
they are economically secure and able
to provide for their needs. But thou-
sands of Illinois families struggle
financially, which can mean an unsure
future for their children. 

Asset building is a public polic y
a nd private sector stra t e g y
that aims to build economic
security for current and future
generations. By enabling peo-
ple with limited financial
resources to accumulate and
preserve long-term assets such
as savings, a home, post-sec-
ondary education and more,
families can get ahead and
have something to help them
through tough financial times.

A new “Illinois Kids Count”
report by Voices for Illinois
Children, “Invest in Our
Future: Strengthening Families
by Building Assets,” finds that more
than 40 percent of Illinois households
don’t have a savings account, and
almost 20 percent of American house-
holds owes more than it owns.

“People who have assets are more eco-
nomically secure, have more options in
life and can pass on opportunities to
their children and future generations,”
said Douglas Whitley, president and CEO
of the Illinois State Chamber of

Commerce. “Building assets helps people
reach the middle class and achieve eco-
nomic independence.”

Much like the G.I. Bill of Rights that
helped soldiers returning from World War
II to get educations, jobs and homes,

asset building is an investment strategy
that allows people to live out their own
aspirations while creating greater social
and economic benefits for all. Asset
building does not apply to low-income
families alone; it is wise for everyone to
have savings for emergencies and a nest
egg for the future.

Illinois can encourage more families to
build assets by enacting the following
public policy recommendations: 

• Ensure all 3- and 4-year-olds have
access to voluntary, high-quality
preschool experiences.

• Reform the tax structure to produce
enough revenue to fund education and
other critical health and human services.

• Strengthen health insurance for
low-income children and families.

• Improve tax credits for low-
income, working families.

• Help families plan for the
future with special savings
accounts that help low-income
families build assets.

• Ensure working families have
access to good child care by
increasing the reimbursement
rates paid to child care providers
who accept state subsidies.

• Give parents paid leave to
address family matters.

• Continue to improve Illinois’
child support system. 

“Building individual wealth
begins with education,” said Jerry
Stermer, president of Voices for Illinois
Children. “Once people are educated
about the power they have, they are
better equipped to make choices that
will secure their financial future.” 

Read the new 
Illinois Kids Count report at 

www.voices4kids.org/illinoiskidscount.htm. 

■

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
FOR ILLINOISANS 25 AND OLDER, 2000

NO HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA
18.6%

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE
27.7%

SOME COLLEGE, NO DEGREE
21.6%

ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE
6.1%

BACHELOR’S DEGREE
16.5%

MASTER’S DEGREE
6.5%

DOCTORATE OR PROFESSIONAL 
SCHOOL DEGREE

3.0%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau



“THIS YEAR’S KINDERGARTNERS . . . ARE OUR FUTURE LEADERS.”
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OUR CHILDREN’S EDUCAT I O N :
OUR GREATEST INVESTMENT

By Ricardo Estrada, President and CEO, Erie Elementary Charter School

our community’s children. Our children’s
success will be a testament to this impor-
tant public partnership we call the Erie
Elementary Charter School,” Principal
Linda Ponce de Leon said.

The 80 children who enter Erie Elementary
Charter School this year constitute just a
small part of those 24,197 young lives in
our community. Erie Neighborhood House
serves many of the others in many ways,
but we see this year’s kindergartners and
first-graders as some of the future leaders
of our community, our city, and our coun-
try. Making a difference with them is one
primary way that everything else can start
changing, too.

Ricardo Estrada is executive director of Erie
Neighborhood House and president and CEO of
Erie Elementary Charter School in Chicago. He
previously worked to strengthen Chicago’s
Latino communities as director, consultant
and administrator for Latino Youth, Inc,
Orphanlink International, the University of
Chicago’s Gang Violence Reduction Program,
United Charities and Chicago Commons. He is
an advisory council member for many organi-
zations including the Illinois Department of
Human Services Child Care and Development
Advisory Council, Mayor’s Council of Technol-
ogy Advisors and The Donor’s Forum.

ere in Chicago’s
Humboldt Park commu-
nity, we have at least
24,197 opportunities to
invest in the lives of
children. That’s the
number of children
under 18 who reside in
our diverse community.
Proud as we are of our
community, it still suffers from widespread
poverty, too much violence, low educa-
tional attainment among parents, and a
low level of English literacy among immi-
grant families.

Erie Neighborhood House is a community-
b a s e d, compre he nsive social services org a n i-
z a t io n whose programs assist low-income
fa m i l ies and immig ra nt re s ide nts in
reaching their full potential. Top-quality
educational opportunities for the commu-
nity’s youngest residents are essential for
achieving that mission. After two years of
planning and a rigorous application
process, Erie Elementary Charter School
opened its doors on Sept. 6, 2005 to 80
kindergarten and first-grade students.

Erie Neighborhood House’s nationally
accredited child care program has helped
children succeed for many years. The Charter
School grew out of our desire to have even
more impact on young lives. Evidence clearly
demonstrates that children who receive a

quality preschool expe-
rience are more likely
to do well in school,
stay out of trouble, and
find good jobs. Helping
more children attend
quality preschool and
early education pro-
grams today means they
will be better prepared

tomorrow for the responsibilities of citi-
zenship, community leadership, and the
workplace.

The opening of Erie Elementary Charter
School fulfills the dreams of many individu-
als and honors their hard, dedicated work.  A
new grade will be added each year until the
goal of 240 kindergarten through fifth-grade
students is reached in fall 2009. Erie House’s
after-school program, featuring a choice-
based curriculum including homework time,
technology access, sports, arts, and literacy,
will also be available at the school.

Erie Elementary Charter School is one of
just eight organizations citywide awarded
funding from New Schools for Chicago, a
non-profit organization partnering with
Chicago Public Schools and the city’s busi-
ness community to champion the creation
of new, high-performing schools.

“We are honored to be entrusted our soci-
ety’s greatest privilege – the education of

■
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LOWER-INCOME FAMILIES RECEIVE GREATER INCENTIVES TO SAVE
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hat differe nce would
it ma ke if every child
w e re born with an
a c c o u nt that he or she
could use at maturity to
go to college, buy a
ho me, start a busine s s, or
save for re t i re me nt? A
number of state and fed-
e ral initiatives and pri-
vately funded pro g ra ms have been launc he d
in the belief that an investme nt in universal
c h i l dren’s account s, like investme nts in
early childhood educ a t ion and health care,
will pro duce hu ge long-term re t u r ns for chil-
dren and for socie t y. 

Voices for Illinois Children and the Sargent
Shriver National Center on Poverty Law are
working with CFED (a nonprofit dedicated to
expanding economic opportunity) and partners
in three other states to explore the develop-
ment of universal, progressive children’s
accounts. These accounts would be opened at
birth, endowed with an initial deposit, and
structured so that lower-income families
receive greater incentives to build savings.

In the United States, the concept first
a p p e a red in print in 1991 in the semina l
book “Assets and the Poor: A New Ame r ic a n
We l fa re Po l ic y,” by Professor Mic h a e l
S he r ra den of Wa s h i ngton University in St.

L o u i s. The book
ex p l a i ned how go v e r n-
me nt policy pro mo t i ng
assets (in add i t ion to
i nc o me) could pro v ide
“ hope in conc rete fo r m ”
for poor fa m i l ie s.

S he r ra den’s asset-build-
i ng the o r ies have no w
been widely tested in

t he field of ma t c hed savings account s,
often called ind i v idual de v e l o p me nt
a c c o u nts or IDAs, with adu l t s. The
A me r ican Dream Demo ns t ra t ion proved that
l o w - i nc o me adults can and will save and
build assets, given the opportunity, fina n-
c ial educ a t ion, and inc e nt i v e s. Na t io nw ide,
over 20,000 low-inc o me adults have suc-
cessfully completed fina nc ial educ a t io n
p ro g ra ms and used IDAs for college, ho me-
o w nership, small busine s s, and other assets
t h rough pro g ra ms supported by fede ra l ,
s t a t e, and private fund s. Building on this
t rack re c o rd, the United Kingdom alre a dy
passed na t io nal child trust fund legislatio n
u nder which the British go v e r n me nt opens
an account for every child at birth and
e ndows it with an initial de p o s i t .

People in the United States are becoming
i nc re a s i ngly int e rested in asset building fo r
c h i l dren and youth, too. In 2003, CFED
l a u nc hed Savings for Educ a t ion, Ent re p re -
neurship, and Downpayme nt (SEED), a

multi-year policy and pra c t ice initiative to
develop, test, and impel universal chil-
dren’s accounts at 12 sites thro u g hout the
c o u nt r y, inc l ud i ng a Chic a go site adm i n i s-
t e red by the Shriver Cent e r. Even befo re
t he SEED results could be establishe d, the
k ids’ accounts concept caught fire and a
bipartisan group in Cong ress launc hed the
A me r ic a ns Saving for Pe r s o nal Investme nt ,
R e t i re me nt, and Educ a t ion Act, first int ro-
duced in 2004 and re i nt ro duced in 2005.

Me a nw h i l e, at least five states have adde d
a ma t c hed savings compone nt to their 529
c o l l e ge savings plans. Under section 529 of
t he Int e r nal Revenue Code, earnings ma y
be withdrawn tax-free for qua l i f ied hig he r
e duc a t ion ex p e ns e s. These 529 plans, like
most pro v i s io ns of the tax code that prima-
rily benefit the wealthy, are unde r u t i l i z e d
by lower-inc o me fa m i l ie s. By pro v id i ng an
i n i t ial deposit and ma t c hed savings inc e n-
tive through the ex i s t i ng infra s t r uc t u re of
529 plans, states could ex p a nd college
o p p o r t u n i t ies and change the ex p e c t a t io ns
a nd outcomes for ge ne ra t io ns to come. 

Dory Rand is supervising attorney for com-
munity investment at the Sargent Shriver
National Center on Poverty Law, a Chicago-
based organization that champions law and
policy promoting equal opportunity and sup-
port for low-income individuals, fa m i l i e s,
and communities so that they can escape
poverty permanently.

W

U N I V E R SAL CHILDREN’S AC C O U N T S :
AN INVESTMENT IN OUR FUTURE

By Dory Rand, Supervising Attorney, Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law
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ma g i ne as a pare nt that your child
ne e ded your help, but you did n ’ t
have the re s o u rces available to pro-
v ide that help. You looke d, you
a s ke d, but could not find the ans w e r,
a nd you were de s p e ra t e. Your child’s
c o nd i t ion was de t e r io ra t i ng, but you did n ’ t
k now what it was or how to ma ke it better. 

This is the reality for many parents of children
with mental illness. In communities throughout
Illinois, parents are alone and struggling to
find the help they need for their children. But
with a lack of funding and resources, many
communities do not have providers who can
give children and their parents the treatment
and supports they need.

On Nov. 1 in Springfield, some 200 participants
from diverse backgrounds and experience
including family members, practitioners, and
state agency representatives came together to
discuss building upon the Illinois Children’s
Mental Health Partnership’s strategic plan. The
plan was the result of a collaboration of over
200 individuals representing the entire chil-
dren’s mental health system, including family
members. The plan outlines a series of recom-
mendations to build a comprehensive and coor-
dinated approach to prevention, early interven-
tion, and treatment for Illinois children ages
birth to 18. The plan was finalized in June and
sent to Gov. Rod Blagojevich for his approval.

“All children deserve to grow up healthy, and
that includes mental health as well as social
and emotional well-being,” said Gaylord

Gieseke, vice president of Voices for
Illinois Children and executive
committee member of the
Illinois Children’s Mental Health

Partnership. “Investing in initia-
tives that identify problems and pro-

vide early intervention and treatment
supports will pay off by giving more children a
solid foundation for success.”

The theme of the summit, “Transforming Our
Children’s Mental Health: Valuing Family,
Ho no r i ng Culture,” was reflected in the plena r y
session, workshops, and discussion groups.
To p ics ra nged from fa m i l ies as partners in plan-
n i ng, policy and service de l i v e r y, culturally com-
p e t e nt service mo de l s, to eng a g i ng fa m i l ies and
diverse aud ie nces in public aware ness activitie s.
But in the mo me nts between speake r s, or on an
elevator ride up to a workshop, parents would
take the opportunity to talk about their chil-
dren. One mother described how she struggled
for years to get the proper diagnosis for her
son, a mix of urgency and relief washing over
her face as she told of the battle for informa-
tion and the victory in receiving treatment. 

Kim Miller, one of the main speakers, is a 
family resource developer for Children’s Home
Association of Illinois in Peoria and has an
extensive career in advocating for improved
mental health services. But she spoke not as 
a provider, but as a parent of a child who
needed help.

Prior to joining Children’s Home, Miller was a
stay-at-home mom. Her daughter showed signs

of mental illness at a very early age. After
go i ng to doctor after doctor and re c e i v i ng a
d ia g nosis of “brain disorde r,” Miller came to the
re a l i z a t ion that she had to become an advocate
on behalf of her da u g hter and was pro p e l l e d
i nto action. Depre s s ion, anxie t y, panic, and
self-harm were just some of her da u g ht e r ’ s
s y m p t o ms. Miller event ually fo u nd the ans w e r s
a nd tre a t me nt her da u g hter ne e de d. 

“I used to ask where she can go when she
fails,” Miller said of her daughter. “But this is
a success story.” Her daughter is now 15 and
thriving as a young artist in high school. After
a hard-won battle to receive the proper diag-
nosis and treatment, Miller’s daughter could
finally be just like any other teenager.

The Illinois Children’s Mental Health
Partnership, which sponsored the summit, pro-
vided a valuable opportunity for discussion
about cultural competency and the critical role
of families. Families play a key role in the
Partnership’s work, and the summit’s spirit of
collaboration between parents and providers
served as a beginning, ensuring that thought-
ful policy and practice will be put into play.
The daylong summit was filled with many pow-
erful stories and ideas, but what stood out
most was standing in room with a group of
true pioneers working to make children’s men-
tal health issues a priority in Illinois.

For more information about the Illinois
Children’s Mental Health Partnership, please
contact Laura Hurwitz at 312-516-5569 or

lhurwitz@voices4kids.org. 
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CHILDREN’S MENTAL HEALTH SUMMIT FOCUSES 
ON FAMILIES AND CULT U R E

By Kimberly Siske
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continued from page 03

better use of its $125 million in re s o u rc e s. 

T hese juvenile justice re form efforts were
e ncompassed in Senate Bill 92, spons o red by
Sen. John Cullerton and Rep. Anna z e t t e
C o l l i ns, both of Chic a go, and were led by a
b road coalition that inc l uded Chic a go
Me t ropolis 2020 and the Juvenile Justic e
I n i t ia t i v e. Vo ices for Illinois Children stro ng l y
supported the juvenile-justice re fo r ms and
All Kids (House Bill 806) legislation, and is
he l p i ng to shape further efforts at the i r
i m p l e me nt a t io n .

For mo re info r ma t ion, contact 
Sean Noble at 312-512-5566 or

s no b l e @ v o ic e s 4 k id s. o rg .
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ver 400 civic and community leaders,
early childhood providers and child advo-
cates gathered in cities across the state
recently to discuss how to provide volun-
tary, quality preschool for all Illinois chil-
dren and to take part in a national satellite
conference on the preschool movement. 

The conference, called “Engaging Leaders in
the Pre-K Movement,” highlighted Illinois’
preschool progress through interviews with
Illinois State Board of Education Chairman
Jesse Ruiz, state Sen. John Millner of St.
Charles, Action for Children President Maria
Whelan and Chicago Public Schools Early
Childhood Officer Barbara Bowman.

The local meetings were co-sponsored by
Early Learning Illinois, a statewide advocacy
and public awareness campaign led by
Voices for Illinois Children, Action for
Children and Ounce of Prevention Fund. The
satellite conference was hosted by Pre-K
Now, a national advocacy organization, and
broadcast to 90 sites in 25 states.

Participants discussed how Illinois has made
great progress in getting policymakers to focus
on early childhood education, but acknowl-
edged much more work needs to be done.

“It’s so important to make sure that all
young children have the chance to partici-
pate in preschool,” said Sarah Wolin, a
member of the Springfield Voices Leadership
Committee and director of communications
and community impact at United Way of

Central Illinois. "Starting early in children’s
lives can give them the support and skills
they need to succeed in school."

Bonnie Wheeler, a member of Voices for
Illinois Children’s Board of Directors and co-
chair of the Southern Illinois Voices
Leadership Committee, said the audience at
the Carterville event included representa-
tives from Head Start, child care centers
and family day care providers.

“It was a good opportunity to come togeth-
er and learn about how we can ensure that
quality preschool options are available in all
communities around the state,” she said.
“These options also must reflect the differ-
ent needs of each community. A preschool
system that works in Peoria might not be
right for southern Illinois or Chicago.”

Funding for early childhood education has
increased $90 million the past three years,
reaching another 25,000 children in areas
with the highest need, such as Latino com-
munities. But demand for quality early learn-
ing still exists. An estimated 100,000 new or
enhanced preschool slots are needed in order
for all children to be able to access quality
programs. Many working families also face an
affordability gap – they earn too much to
qualify for state-supported programs, but too
little to afford private programs.

For more information, 
visit www.earlylearningillinois.org.
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l l i nois’ unfunded pens ion debt thre a t e ns 
to overwhelm other state prio r i t ies such as 
e duc a t ion and health care in the near future,
a c c o rd i ng to a new issue brief by Vo ices 
for Illinois Children’s Budget & Tax Po l ic y
I n i t ia t i v e.

T he brief, called “Illinois’ Pe ns ion Fund i ng
C r i s i s,” finds that Illinois has the count r y ’ s
l a rgest unfunded pens ion debt of $35 billion, a
s ho r t fall that has become a major factor in
state budget de c i s io n - ma k i ng. State cont r i b u-
t io ns to the pens ion funds re p re s e nt less than
4 perc e nt of total Gene ral Funds spend i ng in
FY2006, but this perc e nt a ge could mo re than
triple du r i ng a period of ra p idly escalating
p e ns ion payme nts through FY2010. 

A No v. 1 report by the legislative Ad v i s o r y
C o m m i s s ion on Pe ns ion Benefits suggests an
a g reed bill process for de a l i ng with Illino i s ’
p e ns ion fund i ng pro b l e ms. The commissio n ’ s
o t her re c o m me nda t io ns inc l ude ex p l o r i ng ne w
re v e nue sources de d icated to re duc i ng the
p e ns ion systems’ debt and issuing pens io n
o b l ig a t ion bond s.

“ I l l i nois cannot cont i nue its de c a de s - l o ng
p ra c t ice of unde r f u nd i ng the pens ion system

a nd pushing its debt into the future,” Vo ic e s
P re s ide nt Jerry Stermer said. “Without add i-
t io nal re v e nu e s, the state does not have the
re s o u rces to meet its oblig a t io ns to pens io ne r s
a nd cont i nue to pro v ide the public educ a t io n ,
health care, safety and other hu man servic e s
I l l i nois children and fa m i l ies need to suc c e e d. ”

T he report discusses optio ns for impro v i ng the
fiscal health of the state pens ion system,
i nc l ud i ng issuing mo re pens ion oblig a t io n
b o nd s, cre a t i ng an alternative to the period of
ra p idly escalating payme nts and ra i s i ng suffi-
c ie nt new re v e nues to meet pens ion oblig a t io ns. 

“ S t ic k i ng to the curre nt fund i ng sche dule will
be virtually impossible under our curre nt re v-
e nue system,” Stermer said. “Illinois has fa c e d
four years of budget de f icits that have large l y
been filled with one - t i me re v e nue sourc e s.
Po l ic y ma kers must act now and re form Illino i s ’
re v e nue system to avert this impend i ng crisis
a nd meet citizens’ ne e d s. ”

Read the issue brief at
w w w. v o ic e s 4 k id s. o rg / p e ns io ns.pdf. 

For mo re info r ma t ion, contact Ann Courter at
a c o u r t e r @ v o ic e s 4 k id s. o rg or 

Ma neesha Date at mda t e @ v o ic e s 4 k id s. o rg .
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OVER 275 TURNED OUT IN SUPPORT OF BRIGHTER FUTURES FOR ALL ILLINOIS CHILDRENILLINOIS HAS THE COUNTRY’S LARGEST UNFUNDED PENSION DEBT.

ILLINOIS’ PENSION FUNDING CRISIS
M AY OVERWHELM EDUCAT I O N ,

OTHER STATE PRIORITIES
By Ann Courter and Maneesha Date
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with Jonathan Kozol
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Want a simple way to increase your support of children 
and working families in Illinois?

JOIN VOICES’ KEEPING THE PROMISE PLEDGE PROGRAM.
Your sustaining donation, deducted monthly from your credit card,

will provide Voices support we can count on 
For more information, please contact Shawn Gavin at 312-516-5552.
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“ILLINOIS’ ACHIEVEMENT GAPS ARE A RESULT OF THE STATE’S SCHOOL FUNDING PROBLEMS”

c c o rd i ng to an analysis of the 2005
na t ion’s report card, Illinois has the large s t
s t ude nt achie v e me nt gaps in Ame r ic a .

T he A+ Illinois campaign report, “The Gap
Persists: Closing Illinois’ Ac h ie v e me nt Divide, ”
a nalyzed the results of the Na t io nal As s e s s me nt
of Educ a t io nal Pro g ress published by the U.S.
D e p a r t me nt of Educ a t ion and fo u nd that
I l l i nois’ achie v e me nt gaps parallel unpre c e-
de nt e d s p e nd i ng gaps amo ng school distric t s.
T he A+ Illinois campaign, which Vo ices fo r
I l l i nois Children is he l p i ng to lead, is working
to re form school fund i ng so that all childre n
have a quality educ a t ion. 

T he na t ion’s report card regularly tests a sample
of fourth- and eig ht h - g ra de stude nts in ma t h
a nd re a d i ng and tracks changes over time. The
latest results show Illinois cont i nues to have
s o me of the worst achie v e me nt gaps in the
c o u nt r y, inc l ud i ng the largest disparity
between poor stude nts and non-poor stude nt s
in fo u r t h - g ra de math. 

“ I l l i nois’ achie v e me nt gaps are a direct re s u l t
of the state’s school fund i ng pro b l e ms and
o v e r - re l ia nce on property taxe s,” said Ma r y S u e
B a r rett, executive director of the Me t ro p o l i t a n
P l a n n i ng Council and a leader of the A+ Illino i s
c a m p a ign. “These unacceptable disparitie s
t h reaten the state’s econo my, its future work-
fo rc e, and its ability to compete in an inc re a s-
i ngly global ma r ke t p l a c e. ”

O t her key find i ngs ind icate: 
• Mo ney does ma t t e r. The avera ge low-

poverty school district in Illinois spent
a l most $2,500 mo re per pupil than the
a v e ra ge high-poverty district, which is the
s e c o nd-worst fund i ng gap in the na t io n .
Me a nw h i l e, Illinois’ achie v e me nt gap in
fo u r t h - g ra de re a d i ng is the third worst in
t he na t ion and the gap in fo u r t h - g ra de
math is the worst. 

• I l l i nois’ over-re l ia nce on property taxe s
exacerbates the achie v e me nt gap. Scho o l s
with the greatest acade m ic diffic u l t y
( t hose on the state’s acade m ic watch list)
have cons ide rably hig her rates of poverty
a nd lower property wealth than the state
a v e ra ge. They struggle to ge ne rate ade q ua t e
re v e nu e s, re s u l t i ng in an avera ge opera t i ng
ex p e nse per pupil that is lower than the
state avera ge. Thu s, the school distric t s
with the greatest acade m ic needs and
h ig hest poverty lack the re s o u rces to
invest in pro g ra ms that can help close
t he achie v e me nt gap.

“ S o me schools in wealthy commu n i t ies spend
a l most five times mo re per stude nt than the i r
c o u nterparts in less affluent commu n i t ies in
Cook County’s southern suburbs and do w ns t a t e, ”
s a id Cook County Assessor Jim Ho u l i h a n .
“ C h i l dren should not be de n ied a proper edu-
c a t ion simply because of whe re they live. ”

Read the ent i re analysis online at
w w w. a p l u s i l l i no i s. o rg. For mo re info r ma t io n ,

c o ntact Bindu Batchu at 312-863-6014 
or bbatchu @ me t ro p l a n n i ng . o rg .

ILLINOIS FLUNKS IN 
N ATIONAL REPORT CARD

By Bindu Batchu
A+ Illinois campaign manager
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oices for Illinois Children’s annual Kids
Count Awards Dinner celebrated our accom-
plishments and shined a spotlight on people
who are making Illinois a much better place
for our children. Awards were presented to
Dr. Sokoni Karanja of Centers for New
Horizons, the Child Abuse Council of Moline
and the Children’s Advocacy Center of North
& Northwest Cook County.

V

The dinner’s co-chairs were Frederick H. Waddell of Northern Trust
Corp. (left) and Russ M. Strobel of Nicor, Inc.

The evening featured remarks by Cornelia Grumman,
Pulitzer-Prize winning member 

of the Chicago Tribune editorial board
and U.S. Senator Dick Durbin.

Senator Durbin poses with the award recipients. From left, 
National City Bank Children’s Champion Award winner Mark Parr of
the Children’s Advocacy Center of North & Northwest Cook County,

Sue Swisher of the Child Abuse Council of Moline and Jan Stepto Millet
(accepting for Dr. Sokoni Karanja).

(From left) Voices President Jerry Stermer, Loretta Durbin, Senator Durbin, 
Voices Board Chair Jim Mitchell and Linda Mitchell.

State Senator Don Harmon (center) and his wife, Terri, 
talk with Jerry Stermer.

2005 KIDS COUNT AWARDS DINNER
Thanks to everyone who attended and contributed



t’s hard not to be inspired by the out-

pouring of generosity that we witnessed

this year. Multiple disasters, both at home

and abroad, gave Americans all too many

opportunities to demonstrate the compas-

sion and the impulse to charity that seem

to be a part of our national character.

As the year draws to a close, we hope

that you will remember the need – and

the possibility – right here in Illinois.

Voices for Illinois Children is 100 percent

f u nded by private do na t io ns. Cont r i b u t io ns

from individual donors are critical because

they give Jerry Stermer and his team the

flexibility to respond to an ever-changing

political landscape and the resources to

seize new opportunities as they arise.

As you review your year-end philanthropy,

we ask that you cons ider ma k i ng an invest-

me nt in Vo ices for Illinois Children’s Annua l

F u nd. By ma k i ng a cont r i b u t ion, you will

b e c o me part of ano t her wave of ge ne ro s i t y :

t hose who believe that me a n i ngful and

l a s t i ng change for all the kids in our state

is possible. To ge t he r, we can ma ke Illino i s

a much better place for children. 

To ma ke a gift, please fill out 

t he enclosed do na t ion envelope 

or call the Developme nt Office 

at 312-516-5552. 

Voices also would like to thank the many

people who supported the 14th annual

Kids Count Awards Dinner. Over 300 peo-

ple gathered to raise over $250,000 to

support Voices’ work. The guests enjoyed

entertainment by the Chicago Children’s

I C hoir along with re marks by U.S. Sen.

R ic h a rd Durbin and Corne l ia Grumma n ,

Pulitzer Prize-winning member of the

C h ic a go Tr i b u ne’s editorial board. The

2005 Kids Count Awards honored the work

of Dr. Sokoni T. Ka ranja of Centers fo r

New Horizons and the Child Abuse Council

of Mo l i ne, and the Na t io nal City Bank

Children’s Champion Award was presented

to the Children’s Advocacy Center of North

& Northwest Cook County. Many dedicated

people made the event a success, but

we e s p e c ially want to thank our dinne r

c h a i r s, Russ Strobel of Nicor and Ric k

Waddell of Northern Trust, and the 2005

Dinner Committee chairs Craig Culbertson

and Lorna Brett Howard and committee

members Michael Beacham, Dianne Meeks,

Lynn Montei and Eva Serrano.

YOUR GIFT IMPROVES THE LIVES OF ALL ILLINOIS CHILDREN

Folk trio Pe t e r, Paul & Mary perform at the Kids Count awa rds dinner.

Voices for Illinois Childre n
208 S. LaSalle Street, Suite 1490
C h ic a go, Illinois 60604-1120
Tel:   312-456-0600
Fax:  312-456-0088 
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GIVE VOICES THE FLEXIBILITY TO SEIZE 
NEW OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHILDREN

By Shawn Gavin




