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Hillary Eley, Principal
Six Feet Solutions, LLC

Hillary is currently the Principal of Six Feet Solutions, LLC specializing in marketing, community and public relations, event planning, strategic planning and branding. Serving as President, Chief Operating Officer and Vice President for the Branch Area Chamber of Commerce for 13 years, Hillary’s local economic development/investment and business relations are highly regarded in the local sector.
There is no question our state is in dire straits at the moment.  There is no question cuts in spending are necessary in order to survive.  There is no question that some of those cuts are going to hurt.  What is questionable is the ability of our legislature to understand the difference between spending and investing.  
There are several proposals floating around in Lansing that would cut ALL funding from Michigan’s Great Start Collaboratives and Great Start Parent Coalitions, including those right here in Branch County.  If this funding were to disappear, local children and our communities will suffer for it.  

What is the Branch County Great Start Collaborative and Parent Coalition?  The Collaborative is made up of involved parents, members from community agencies, businesses, healthcare, educators, foundations and faith-based organizations.  Parents hold six of 21 board seats and play leadership roles in committees and local strategic planning.  Over the past five years, the collaborative has leveraged more than $2,480,000 for early childhood work in Branch County.  

These groups link parents and their children to what is often a confusing hodge-podge of early childhood services and those services to one another, thereby creating efficiency and increasing school readiness among children.  School readiness is vital because children who fall behind tend to stay behind.  (Michigan kindergarten teachers already tell us that one in three students is not able to keep up the day they arrive at school.)  
What difference does school readiness make in our communities?  A 2009 study by the Wilder Foundation estimated Michigan’s cost savings and revenues due to past investments in school readiness at roughly $1.15 billion per year.  The savings come from fewer people in the welfare, criminal justice, and unemployment systems; the revenues come from better incomes and increased taxes.  

University of Chicago Professor James Heckman, a Nobel Prize winner in economics, studied decades’ worth of data from early childhood programs – including the Perry Preschool Study in Ypsilanti – and concluded that investing in early childhood development for disadvantaged children provides a 10% return to society through increased personal achievement and social productivity.  

Here in Branch County, the Great Start Collaborative and Great Start Parent Coalition have proven themselves to be highly effective, active partners in developing school readiness.  For example, using $20,000 in one-time Federal American Recovery and Reinvestment Act dollars targeted for families of 3 year olds, the collaborative has raised close to $60,000 to help families pay for preschool tuition.  The Great Start Collaborative estimates this amount can serve up to 20% of the county’s 3 year olds, providing them with a vital early start for school readiness.  (That alone could be a $600,000 return on our investment to our communities in the form of savings on social services and increased societal contributions.)  
The Great Start Collaborative has also partnered with the Branch County United Way and the Kiwanis Club of Coldwater to leverage $7,000 toward the purchase of books for 350 Branch County children ages 0-5 enrolled in the Imagination Library program.  Each month, participants receive an age-appropriate book to help families foster critical early literacy skills and instill a love of reading in their children.  This program is especially important in our communities where literacy barriers are of great concern.  

The collaborative is currently working with the Branch County Interagency Coordinating Council for Early Childhood Services to make it easier for families to enroll their children in early childhood services and/or preschool.  The group is developing a streamlined, formal intake process to recruit children and identify programs that best fit their needs.  The Great Start Parent Coalition has played a critical role in assisting this group with advocacy efforts for continued funding for Early On and other home visiting services.  

These are just a few recent examples of what the Great Start Collaborative and its Parent Coalition are accomplishing.  It’s vital work that no one else is doing.  It’s work that is investing in our children, families, and communities and helping them become stronger. 
Shame on our lawmakers if they choose to eliminate this investment!  

