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I am delighted to be here tonight for this year’s Strategy Institute for the “Achieving the Dream” Initiative.  I do not know what I have to offer to such a distinguished group of educators, consultants and philanthropists but let me start by saying, “You are my heroes”!  Much too often the noise of politicos and so-called experts telling us our education system is failing is so loud that nothing else can be heard.  In fact, when you listen for real workable efforts to fix the problems, the silence is deafening.  But not here – not tonight – because participation in “Achieving the Dream” means you have committed to addressing real problems no matter how difficult they are in order to help real people who desperately need your help.  To me that makes you the real heroes.  And, let me say a word about my biggest hero here tonight – David Dodson of MDC.  I believe the first time I met David was at a speech I gave at his program for rural Carolinas in Pinehurst, North Carolina, in March of 2006.  I was immediately impressed.  Here was an incredibly intelligent individual on the frontline searching for solutions for communities that had been written off by so many.  But, more important, you could tell that the work he was doing was not some academic exercise but it was results driven.  So, when he began talking about “Achieving the Dream” and how the Palmetto Institute should get the South Carolina Technical Education Colleges involved, I knew it was a program worth considering.  


Let me tell you a little about the Palmetto Institute, which I chair and which works with the Technical Education Colleges on this project.  The Institute is an independent, non-profit, non-partisan research foundation and it has only one mission – to increase the wealth of all South Carolinians.  It operates from a platform built on independent, thoughtful, scholarly research that is used to persuade policymakers of the steps necessary to give the people of our State the foundation for a better life.


If you ask me, I will tell you that the Palmetto Institute was started by a group of like-minded business and community leaders who wanted to see South Carolina compete more vigorously in the global knowledge-based economy.  Now, if you ask the Director of the Institute, Jim Fields, who, along with Susie Shannon our Director of Research are with me tonight, he will tell you a different story.  A story that he has asked me to share because he thinks it really relates to why “Achieving the Dream” is so important to South Carolina.


According to Fields, we were meeting one day to go over some economic and educational attainment indicators I needed for a speech I was to give to the South Carolina Senate.  You see, when I returned to South Carolina from New York, my husband and I gave a substantial gift to the University of South Carolina Business School – the Moore School of Business now I might add.  As a result of the contribution, I was asked to address the South Carolina Senate.  I guess they thought I was ripe for political contributions.  Well, as Fields tells the story – after reviewing the economic and education attainment indicators, I looked across the table and asked him if I had just flushed 25 million dollars down the toilet!  The indicators told me we were not producing enough world-class students for my business school and the state’s economy was not strong enough to keep them from leaving South Carolina when they graduated.  He believes that might have been the catalyst for the Palmetto Institute.  I don’t know if it was the only catalyst but it is a true story.  I will tell you I did not initially make too many friends with the speech to the Senate.  They thought they were getting some Southern Belle coming back to Tara to drink Mint Juleps and talk about how great a job everyone was doing in South Carolina.  They quickly changed their minds when I told them I was surprised South Carolina did not score below last based on some of the indicators I had seen.

But, over the last 5 years, because of the very hard work from groups just like you, we have really made some progress particularly in the direction South Carolina is taking and, more important, in the mindset we have convinced some leaders to accept. Like Thomas Edison once said, “Opportunity is missed by most people because it is dressed in overalls and looks like hard work.”


We understand “Achieving the Dream” will take a great deal of hard work but the Palmetto Institute is committed to helping.  In our work, we have one steadfast rule – while our Board is composed of very smart, very opinionated individuals, we will not make a public pronouncement without first doing independent, thoughtful research on the issue.  This is the same approach you have committed to take.  Before any decisions are made, you will look at the metrics based on solid research before moving forward.  It is the right way.


Tonight I would like to share with you two events that I believe convey my thoughts much more than just reciting statistics to make my point.  We have already enjoyed much too good a time for me to bore you to death with a litany of metrics to tell you why this program is so important.  You would not be here if you didn’t already know most of them.


My first event involves one of our flagship manufacturing operations in South Carolina – BMW.  While touring the facility I had a chance to have a discussion with the President.  Two points he made that day really stuck with me.  First, when they first started operations, they had to destroy the first 800 cars they made.  They wanted the first employees to grasp how important quality control was in their competitive market.  800 cars to make sure they understood the standard of quality necessary for the car to be a BMW.  That is powerful.  Second, he told me that if he wanted his everyday foremen and supervisors on the assembly lines to be able to identify a problem immediately, find a solution, and put the solution in a written formula so that the next shift would not have to solve the same problem.  Then he told me he expected those workers to come from our technical education colleges.  Therein lies our challenge.  

In South Carolina we desperately need nurses in our health care industry.  We need sophisticated welders in our nuclear energy industry.  We need computer programmers in our growing service industry, just to name a few.  And, they must be graduates of our technical education colleges.  Yet, we are not awarding near enough degrees and certificates to meet these demands much less the sophisticated demands that we will need to be met in the future.    The bottom-line is simple.  If we cannot find a way to help these students earn degrees or certificates, we cannot compete in the global economy.  And, make sure you understand -- we do not want discount jobs that pay discount wages as an alternative.  That is simply not acceptable.

In South Carolina nearly 235,000 students were enrolled in credit and continuing education programs in the technical college system.  That represents approximately 41% of all undergraduates enrolled in South Carolina.  More than 36% of these students are minorities.  Yet, the statistics tell us that our graduation rates are less than 50%.  Please understand, I do not give you these numbers to condemn our technical education college system.  We have an excellent system – one of the best in the country – under the direction of an outstanding leader, Dr. Barry Russell.  Yet, just as in society, we have not found a way to prevent these students, particularly the ones coming from distressed backgrounds, from slipping through the cracks.  When you add to such a formula the fact that, according to MDC, this same population will comprise a majority by 2010, you then recognize what we are talking about is our workforce for the future.  It really hits home how important this project is.  This is not an education problem – it is an economic survival problem that we have asked you to solve.  That is a heavy burden.  But, I believe with the commitment of the Lumina Foundation and the other outstanding funders and supporters here tonight, we have an opportunity to make a difference.  

Listen, I believe we are all called to do the “public good,” but real success must come from what I call “enlightened self-interest.”  Adam Smith, the father of conventional economic theory, has written that, “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.”  We know that the more you learn, the more you earn, and the jobs of the future and our quality of life are very much connected with our economic prosperity.  While we truly owe these students this opportunity, we need them to succeed.  Our businesses need them to succeed, our government needs them to succeed, and our state needs them to succeed.  


But understand this is not just about the benefit to the state – it goes much farther.  It means we are making a difference in individual lives which brings me to the second event I want to share with you tonight involving my own introduction to the business world.  When I first went to New York to work for Chemical Bank, everyone wanted to work in mergers and acquisitions.  Of course, being a “mere girl” from the South, I got tossed into the bankruptcy section with my Italian, Jewish, and African-American colleagues.  Mergers and acquisitions were reserved for the white guys from the Ivy League schools.  Well, a strange thing happened to the M&A boys - the economy went south, the banks found themselves greatly over-extended, and it was left to a group led by a little Southern girl to pull them out of the fire.  I learned early on that if I wanted to do succeed, I had to learn everything I could about the industry and then I had to use that knowledge to gain control and power over my future.  But I could not have succeeded without the support and guidance of mentors --- individuals along the way wiser than I, more experienced than I, who reached out to help me – not the bank but me.  When I think about so many of our youth today coming from disadvantaged backgrounds, I realize why this effort is so important.  We are talking about helping these students in a way which gives them hope where none will exist if they don’t get a degree.  Rather than continuing to fail those students, we now have a chance to develop best practices to help them.  We have a chance for the colleges to reach out to these students as those mentors in my life reached out to me.  That is a noble calling.  
Dr. Benjamin Mays, a clergyman, South Carolina and American educator, and the first African-American president of the Atlanta School Board once said, “Every man and woman is born into the world to do something unique and something distinctive and if he or she does not do it, it will never be done.”  I cannot say it any better.
Thanks, again, for inviting me, and we at the Palmetto Institute look forward to continuing to serve as a partner with you as we search ways to provide a meaningful education for our students and to grow a competitive, vibrant economy.
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