
 

Guest column: Investment in early childhood 

brings about great rewards 

By Rob Wiederstein The writer is a Henderson district judge.  
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Given the national deficit and state budget constraints, how can we make the most of the 

limited resources we have? The country's most valuable resource is people. 

Intelligence is important, but character matters too. Smart people with character have the 

highest values in the workplace. Economists have put a value on intelligence and character 

and found them to be valued equally. 

Hard to believe that we need an economist to prove what we already know: persistence, 

motivation and charm matter for success in life. No Child Left Behind testing and 

accountability focus too much on intelligence and not enough on the skills needed for success 

in the workplace. Kentucky's efforts to make students "college and work ready" is a 

recognition of this research and the value of character. 

Parents are the primary drivers of character and waiting until a child starts kindergarten at age 

5 is too late. Gaps in ability begin before school and persist through graduation. While 

education reform can help, the greater gains can be found in early childhood. Investment in 

early childhood results in greater equality, healthier lifestyles, lower crime and higher 

productivity. 

This is why the Thelma B. Johnson Early Learning Center is such a smart strategy and why 

United Way promotes the "Success by 6" initiative. For more information, see 

www.heckmanequation.org. 

There are other strategies to help in character development. One of the most successful early 

childhood programs is home visiting and Kentucky is a leader. The Health Access Nurturing 

Development Services (HANDS) is Kentucky's voluntary, home visiting program. A trained 

paraprofessional visits the home before and after the baby's delivery to provide information 

and training to the expectant mother. 

http://www.heckmanequation.org/


Some results from participation include: 

Higher rate of first trimester, prenatal care 

Higher number of prenatal, well-baby visits 

Longer gestation periods 

Fewer low birth weight babies 

Home visiting programs reduce child abuse and neglect, emergency room visits, arrests of 

mother and child, and welfare benefits paid. These programs help build intelligence and 

character for kids. 

Relative to other counties, Henderson ranks 90th out of 120 in utilizing HANDS. Increasing 

the use HANDS would be a smart strategy for our kids, community and schools. If we need 

more character, then we're going to have to have more HANDS. 
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