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“I have a vision for better.”
—Maria Whelan 
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For more than 50 years, Maria Whelan was focused almost 
singularly on improving outcomes for children and families—
especially for those facing conditions that hinder them from 
reaching their full potential. This was demonstrated through 
her life of advocacy—she used her voice to amplify the 
voices of those who were unjustly silenced. Maria fought for 
transformational change in the early childhood field-promoting 
policies benefiting families with the least opportunities and 
resources for success. She celebrated diversity—in thought and 
ideas, people and cultures, and innovation and opportunity—
the diversity reflected at Illinois Action for Children is a direct 
testament to that.

The tragic and untimely passing of Maria on June 10, 2020 
has left an unimaginable void in our hearts and throughout the 
entire early care and education field in Illinois and beyond.

We believe the best way to keep the gargantuan spirit of Maria 
Whelan alive is by creating a leadership and advocacy initiative 
that will allow her values, conviction, and sensibilities to live on 
in perpetuity.

Support the Maria Whelan 
Leadership Institute.
Together, we can continue Maria’s legacy and build brighter futures 
for children and families.

There is a crucial need 
to significantly 

strengthen the field 
of early care and 

education—today.

The Maria Whelan Leadership 
Institute will bring greatly needed 

focus and opportunity to the 
critically important field of early  

care and education.



The primary goal of the Maria Whelan Leadership Institute 
is to train and develop individuals entering and advancing 
their careers in the field to use their powerful voices to 
improve the lives of children and families.

Invest in a new 
generation of 
leaders.
Let’s leverage the power of Maria’s 
inspiration and influence to build  
compelling and effective leaders  
and advocates for the field.

These are statistics Maria 
was fighting to change.

We MUST invest in the 
early care and education 

workforce to support 
families, children, and  

their futures.

2007 2017

-56%

Major decline in number of new 
teachers seeking license in Illinois

Percentage of Illinois 
children who enter 
kindergarten ready

26%

Childcare workers consistenly rank in

percentile of wage earners in the 
U.S. labor market
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The MWLI will:
• Develop leaders and advocates to help redefine

excellence in the field.

• Advance racial, gender, and economic equity for child
care providers, families, and children.

• Grow the pipeline of highly-skilled professionals and
advocates to ensure the stability of the early childhood
sector.

• Increase high-quality providers/educators who will
provide children with the excellent, equitable academic
and developmental experiences they need and deserve.



Through the MWLI, we will identify individuals with 
strong leadership potential to build and stabilize 
the pipeline of professionals entering the early 
childhood workforce. The program will create a cadre 
of passionate leaders who will become powerful 
advocates, standing up and speaking on behalf of 
children and families with the greatest needs.

Various strategies will be used as part of our phased 
approach to the MWLI and may include the following:
• Partnering with professionals from nonprofits and

community-based organizations to gain a unique
hands-on experience and knowledge.

• Learning from noted field experts and policy
leaders where participants can exchange views in
real-time with the presenter.

• Participating in a research project through the
Sylvia Cotton Center for Research and Policy
Innovation to help participants learn how to use
data as well as develop critical thinking skills.

• Engaging in networking and learning opportunities
including seminars facilitated by established
leaders in various disciplines.

• Mentoring a participant in the following year’s
program.

Our intent is to recruit participants whose attributes 
may include:
• Non-credentialed/degreed providers in the field

wishing to advance their careers. Masters-level
students seeking advanced degrees in child
development, early childhood education, or similar
child-related field.

• Non-traditional college students and individuals
changing professions.

Brighter futures start here.

The MWLI was created to give future 
leaders the tools they need to lead.
It will strengthen the early care and education field and teach 
professionals to harness the power of their voices.



“The importance of the early childhood and education field cannot be overstated 
when it comes to the economic health of families and of our state as a whole.”

—Maria Whelan

Help us fulfill Maria’s wish.
Maria was a force of nature and believed whole-heartedly in Illinois Action’s for Children’s mission to be a 
catalyst for organizing, developing and supporting strong families and powerful communities where children 
matter most. Prior to her unexpected passing, Maria had announced her plan to retire in December 2020. Her 
wish was to raise $1 million to invest in the development of future leaders and advocates to impact the field for 
years to come.

Please help us realize Maria’s wish with a meaningful gift to the Maria Whelan Legacy Fund by December 31, 2021. 
Your support is the key to the first initiative of the fund—the Maria Whelan Leadership Institute. With your help, 
we can celebrate Maria’s life and legacy today and long into the future.

Future generations are counting on us. We are counting on you.

For more information on this important opportunity, please contact us at: 
mwlegacyfund@actforchildren.org

mailto: mwlegacyfund@actforchildren.org


@IAFC_Cares
actforchildren.org

Mission:
Illinois Action for Children is a 
catalyst for organizing, developing, 
and supporting strong families 
and powerful communities where 
children matter most.
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