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When the subject of early childhood development arises, I am drawn to the often-quoted remarks of Benjamin Mays who 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.” 

To me, this quote means that if we fail to raise our young children in a language-rich, supportive and nurturing community, then we lose our best opportunity for these children to contribute to our state. More importantly, children born to parents who do not have the means to provide a quality environment should not lose their opportunity to contribute successfully to South Carolina. The competitive world we live in today demands we offer such opportunities. That is why Carolina First pays a portion of employee childcare, and why South Financial is exploring on-site childcare for its new campus. Make sure you understand, our support for quality childcare is not a feel-good, public relations effort. To the contrary, it is because we recognize that policies targeting early childhood development generate benefits to us and our community that far exceed program costs. The implementation of early childhood learning programs is really about establishing the foundations of economic productivity and responsible citizenship.

In its first commissioned study several years ago, the Palmetto Institute did a baseline comparative analysis of South Carolina’s economy. The study found that South Carolina could not compete vigorously in the global, knowledge-based economy unless it improved its economic foundations. The most important of the economic foundations is our workforce quality and educational attainment.  Competing, as we are today in a global economy, the availability of a skilled, professional labor force is the crux of our economic foundations. We cannot cultivate a vibrant, competitive economy in South Carolina without a foundation built on the ability to prepare our workforce with a quality education, which must start in the very early stages of a child’s development. There is a clear interconnectedness with quality early childhood development and the quality of life not only for the child, but also for the community in general. For the business community, such correlation transmits to the availability of a quality workforce and the productivity of our business. It is that simple.

We cannot afford not to make the investment.  Several well-known longitudinal studies have tracked the long-term effects of high-quality early childhood education and found that it promotes not only improved school achievement and economic productivity, but also responsible citizenship. With an appropriate investment in early childhood development programs, we make our community better, we make it safer, and we give the people in our community an opportunity to break the cycle of poverty with a productive life. This achievement extends not only to elementary and high school performance, but also to adult productivity and, ultimately, our state’s competitiveness.

The findings from those earlier studies continue to be reinforced.  James Heckman, a pioneer in the study of human capital and a Nobel Prize winner in economics, has projected that wages and productivity will decrease by half in the next 20 years if nothing is done to invest in early childhood education. Dr. Heckman noted that for every 1 dollar we spend on programs like Pre-K, we receive 8-17 dollars in future returns. The latest state-by-state study conducted by the Economic Policy Institute showed that South Carolina, for example, could save billions of public dollars in the upcoming decades by investing in a targeted Pre-K program, which would begin to pay for itself within 7 years.

In a recent comprehensive survey undertaken by the Riley Institute of Furman, probably the largest number ever of parents, teachers, administrators and business representatives from across the state were interviewed on their opinions on public education. One of the key points to emerge from the survey was the need to dramatically improve learning in the early years. 

We know that the research overwhelmingly supports the need for early childhood development. If the business community understands and supports the need for early childhood development, and if the citizens of South Carolina understand the need to dramatically improve learning during the early years, then we have only to address what action we need to undertake to fully implement a quality early childhood program for our state and ensure that we better convey this message to our state policymakers? 

Even though a great deal of  individuals, including many of you present today, have worked relentlessly on moving this issue forward, South Carolina has made far too little progress in expanding Pre-K and K-4 programs for children who desperately need it. If we cannot provide these children with a strong foundation for their future learning, behavior, and health, we will have failed them and, in doing so, failed ourselves. This is not just an education issue, but is a survival issue for South Carolina!

Let me say it again, the businesses in South Carolina cannot compete successfully in the global, knowledge-based economy if we do not have a well-educated, skilled workforce. And that begins by establishing a solid foundation through a quality early childhood program accessible to any child regardless of wealth or location. 

Before I end my remarks, I want to make one final point. My company has made a huge commitment as a headquartered company in South Carolina. There were many who wanted us to choose another state with larger growth potential. But, Jennifer and I love South Carolina. It is our home and it is where I want our business to succeed as our state succeeds. But, it requires that South Carolina be competitive for us to be successful. And here is the bottom line. When Professor Michael Porter came back to South Carolina to discuss the progress of the long-term economic strategy he developed for the state, he told us he believed we had the assets to be competitive. The only question was whether we had the will. Could we put aside our parochial interests? Could we stop spending so much energy on who gets credit and work more on collaboration to get the job done? Could we stop fighting over a slice of the pie and work to make the pie larger? These are the same questions we must resolve if this state is going to have a quality early childhood program. We need leadership that will roll up their shirtsleeves and bring all parties together to find a collaborative solution for our early childhood program. We do not need groups or individuals whose response to a problem is walking away and writing a press release blaming the other side and doing nothing to solve the issue. Every year counts. We must find ways to move forward now.

As I said earlier, there are many of you today who have worked tirelessly to build the foundation of a quality early childhood program. It is incumbent on all of us to continue to push our state policymakers for a more comprehensive approach. It is much too important to do otherwise.  Thank you. 
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