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Guest columnist

My grandson attended one
of the best prekindergarten
programs in the nation:

NC Pre-K. He had a leg upwhen
he started school, and I amproud
to report that he is a very success-
ful third grader. That’s good for
him and his proud parents, and
it’s good for our community.
When a child has the opportu-

nity to fulfill his potential, we are
all better off. That’s why if it were
up tome, every child in our coun-
ty would have the opportunity
to benefit from such high quality
early learning experiences.
Unfortunately, in the past half-

decade our state has been going
in the wrong direction with our
investments in early learning.
Since 2008, in part due to fiscal
crisis, in part due tomisplaced
priorities, legislative leaders,
Democrats and Republicans alike,
have slashed funding bymore
than 27 percent. The Smart Start
program is operating at its lowest
level of funding since its estab-
lishment 21 years ago and the NC
Pre-K program at its 2007 level of
funding. No othermajor educa-
tional program has experienced
such devastating reductions.
As a grandparent, I have seen

firsthand the benefits of our
state’s early childhood programs.
And as an elected official, I know
a good issue when I see one.
Amajority of voters say they
would bemore likely to vote for
candidates who support early
childhood education, including
73 percent of mothers, 57 percent
of moderates and 53 percent of
Independents. That’s one of the
key findings of a new bipartisan
poll commissioned by the
North Carolina Early Childhood
Foundation and the First Five
Years Fund— a statewide survey
of 500 registered voters in North
Carolina conducted August 17-19,
2014, by the bipartisan polling
team of Public Opinion Strategies
andHart Research.
Why do somany voters want

candidates to support early edu-
cation? Because they understand
its value. Majorities of Republi-
cans, Democrats and Indepen-
dents in the August 2014 survey
— 86 percent of North Carolina
voters— saymaking sure chil-
dren get a strong start in life is a
top priority for the state, second
only to the economy and far
ahead of reducing taxes. And they
see a direct link between child de-
velopment and economic devel-
opment, with 83 percent believing
that early childhood investments
will help our economy.
As a Forsyth County commis-

sioner, I see that economic con-
nection is powerful. A thriving
Forsyth County begins with our
youngest residents.When we
invest in our children, we create
the best outcomes in education,
health and economic well-being

for all residents. The impact is so
profound that military, business
and law enforcement leaders
across the country are calling for
greater investments in young chil-
dren to ensure our national secu-
rity, keep us globally competitive
and reduce crime.
Fortunately, North Carolinians

get it. They support programs
that begin from birth and con-
tinue through the early grades. In
the August survey, 70 percent of
North Carolina voters, including
amajority of Republicans (54 per-
cent), Independents (64 percent)
and Democrats (86 percent), sup-
port programs that strengthen
families, like voluntary home
visiting and parent education
programs.
They recognize the value of

North Carolina’s nationally rec-
ognized programs, NC Pre-K and
Smart Start, and want to expand
access to them. NC Pre-K, the
programmy grandson attended,
is rated by the National Institute
of Early Education Research as
one of the highest quality pre-
kindergarten programs in the
nation.Yet it serves less than a
quarter of the state’s 4-year-olds.
And only a fraction of the state’s
children benefit from Smart Start,
a program that works with fami-
lies, teachers, faith communities,
doctors and educators to ensure
healthy development and early
learning for children birth to 5.
Both programs impact

third-grade reading, the single
greatest predictor of academic
achievement and career success.
Research by Duke University
showed that by the end of third

grade, children in counties with
greater investments in NC Pre-K
and Smart Start had higher read-
ing andmath scores and fewer
special education placements
(Journal of Policy Analysis and
Management,Volume 33, Is-
sue 1,Winter 2014). No wonder
three-quarters of voters expressed
support for expanding access to
NC Pre-K and Smart Start so that
more children can participate.
Additionally, in the August

survey results, voters recognized
that children in the early
elementary school grades have
different needs than their older
student peers. Eighty-eight
percent want North Carolina to
invest in training and classroom
resources so that all preschool
and early elementary school
teachers are able to teach each
child in a way that addresses their
individual needs and ensures they
have a strong start in reading and
school.
Investing in children during

their critical birth to 8 years is a
win-win. Children, likemy grand-
son Jack, will do better. And all
of us benefit when children are
school ready, graduate from high
school and grow into productive
citizens and valuable employees.
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about his or her subject. Our email address is:
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Winston-Salem, NC 27102. Please include your
name and address and a daytime telephone
number.
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Working toward something better at Wake Forest
Melissa Harris-Perry,

theMSNBC host
who began teach-

ing this fall at her alma
mater,Wake Forest Uni-
versity, is known for com-
ing down hard on bias, or
at least the perception of
it, wherever she sees it.
Even if it’s in themirror.
Last winter, she apolo-

gized formocking banter
she and guests on her
showmade about a black
child adopted intoMitt
Romney’s family. Decency
demanded nothing less
than an apology.
But Harris-Perry knows

it takes guts to admit
wrong and work for some-
thing better. Maybe that’s
one reason she’s voicing
support for the presi-
dent of amostly white
fraternity atWake for the
amends he’s making after
a September flare-up. In
fact, she told our editorial
board last week, she’s en-
couraged by the response
many at the school have
made in the wake of the
incident.
“There’s a certain level of

responsiveness here,” said
Harris-Perry. The school
isn’t perfect, she said, but
she indicated that it’s a lot
more willing to address
racial problems than it was
when she studied there in
the early 1990s.
The latest controversy

came last month as the
mostly white Kappa Alpha
fraternity prepared to hold
an off-campus party with
a rap-video theme. Brit-
tany Salaam, aWake Forest
junior and resident advi-
sor, told the Journal’s John
Hinton that she filed a bias
report about the party.
Some students, she said,
spoke about the party as
a “Dress Like a Black Per-
son” event.
The fraternity canceled

the party and acknowl-
edged the hurt its contro-
versy had generated. The
school took steps to in-
crease dialogue about race
and racial stereotypes. The
KA president, Reid Nickle,
said in a statement on the
WFUwebsite that “We
want to be a part of the di-
alogue and not avoid it.We
realized that just because a
behavior isn’t intended to
be offensive doesn’t mean
that it isn’t.”
The talkmight have

fizzled out. But it didn’t.
Nickle followed through,
going to forums and trying

hard to listen to black stu-
dents and white ones. Har-
ris-Perry was impressed
with Nickle. “I was like,
‘who are you?’” she said.
Nickle started work-

ing with Salaam, who’d
filed the bias report, to
havemore conversations
about crossing racial bar-
riers on campus, theWake
newspaper, the Old Gold
&Black, reported. “We got
together not under the
best circumstances, but
have now become good
friends,” Salaam told the
paper. “We got past our
anger, and we would never
have known howmuch
we have in common if we
didn’t take the time to see
where we both were com-
ing from.”
The paper reported that

“this collaborative spirit
has continued to spread
across campus, as the
university has reached
out to different groups on
campus… to promote
dialogue and constructive
action concerning racial
tensions on the campus.”
You never knowwhere

such cooperationmight
go. In the early 1960s, for
example, white students
fromWake Forest joined
black students fromwhat’s
nowWinston-Salem
State University in the
downtown sit-ins against
segregation.

The big walls have long
been torn asunder but the
fires keep going.
Dialogues like the cur-

rent one atWake are rarely
easy. They should balance
candor with courage.
They should balance the
importance of free speech
and free expression with
compassion and consider-
ation. Participants should
recognize that none of us
are free of prejudice and
gaffes, that blacks andHis-
panics can be as guilty of
them as whites are.
I think Harris-Perry

gets that. Last winter, she

caught heat for joining
guests on her show in
joking about a Christ-
mas photo that showed
Romney’s adopted black
grandson. The joking was
tasteless. A few days later,
she apologized on-air to
Romney and his family, in
tears toward the end, not-
ing that children should
always be off limits. In re-
sponse to the backlash the
incident created, she said
that “our fiercest critics
can sometimes be our best
teachers.”
Like Reid Nickle, Harris-

Perry learned from

hermistake.
She still regrets the inci-

dent, she told JohnHinton
of the Journal, and Rom-
ney was gracious and kind
in accepting her apology.
“That was an extraordi-
nary gift, and I learned a
lot about him in that mo-
ment, too.”
Racial issues continue

to flare up nationwide.
We’ll keep working to-

ward something better.
And on theWake Forest
campus, Brittany Salaam,
Reid Nickle andMelissa
Harris-Perry will be among
those doing the same.
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Dave Plyler with one of his grandsons, Jack Register, at Jack’s More at
Four program at the Childcare Network in Kernersville.

RALEIGH— In 1925,
advertising execu-
tive and future Rep.

Bruce Barton wrote the
book that made his national
reputation, TheManNobody
Knows. In it, he imagined
what Jesus Christ would be
like if he resided in themod-
ern world. Barton drew les-
sons from his thought experi-
ment about business, self-
improvement and charity.
“When you are through

changing,” Barton once ob-
served, “you are through.” By
this standard, North Carolina
is far from through.We’re just
getting started.
Two snapshots in time

illustrate the point: 1963
and 2013. Over those five
decades, North Carolina saw
its populationmore than
double, to 9.8million people,
and its per capita income
grow by 164 percent in infla-
tion-adjusted terms, to near-
ly $39,000. Growth wasn’t the
only form of change the state
experienced. For example,
North Carolina’s economy
looks quite different today
than it did a half-century ago.
In 1963, manufacturing

accounted for about 40
percent of the state’s gross
domestic product and a
similar share of the state’s
workforce.While North
Carolinians produced
some durable goods,
especially furniture, most
of their manufactures were
nondurable goods such as
tobacco products, textiles
and apparel.
Real estate, banking, in-

surance and other financial
servicesmade up 10 percent
of the state’s economy in
1963, while employing about
1.5 percent of the workforce.
Government at all levels
accounted for 12 percent
of GDP, split almost evenly
between federal spending
and state/local spending.
With regard to jobs, govern-
ments employed 14 percent
of North Carolinians in 1963,
the vast majority (11 percent)
in state and local govern-
ment. Although still a largely
rural state, North Carolina
had by 1963 already seen dra-
matic shrinkage in farming
as a share of both economic
output and employment.
Fifty years later, manu-

facturing now accounts for
about half as much of North
Carolina’s GDP (21 percent as
of 2013) and just 11 percent
of state employment. Real es-
tate and financial services are
now almost as consequential
as manufacturing in terms
of output (19 percent of
GDP) and employ 4 percent
of the workforce. More than
two-thirds of our private
economy today is made up of

service industries rather than
goods-producing industries.
The two sectors weremore
comparable in 1963.

As for gov-
ernment, it’s
also a bigger
slice of our
economy than
before. It now
accounts for
14 percent of
North Caroli-
na’s GDP and

18 percent of employees, the
vast majority of whom (16
percent of the total) work in
state agencies and localities.
Recognizing howmuch

North Carolina has changed
over the years, some politi-
cians, journalists and policy
analysts draw the erroneous
conclusion that there was
something unique about
our state that allowed for or
produced these changes. It’s
concept I like to call North
Carolina Exceptionalism. As
attractive as the theorymay
be, it is simply contrary to
the facts. Other states experi-
enced significant economic
and social transformations
over the past 50 years, too.
Indeed, much of the South-
east underwent changes
similar to those in North
Carolina. In-migrations led
to population explosions.
Average incomes and living
standards surged. Traditional
industries faced increased
competition and came to
be displaced by new ones as
major producers of employ-
ment and output.
From 1963 to 2013, aver-

age per capita incomes in the
Southeast rose by precisely
the same rate— 164 percent
— as in North Carolina.
Othermeasures also show
similar trends for our state
and our region in the long
run. Of course, statistical
convergence in the long run
doesn’t mean there weren’t
fluctuations in the short
run. Generally speaking,
North Carolina’s economy
lagged behind the rest of the
Southeast during the 1960s
and 1970s, outperformed
the region during the 1980s
and 1990s, and then lagged
behind again during the first
decade of the 21st century.
Some of this was essentially
happenstance. But some of
it was caused by the good or
bad decisions of generations
of leaders in North Carolina
and our neighboring states.
“Action and reaction, ebb

and flow, trial and error,
change— this is the rhythm
of living,” Bruce Barton
wrote. “Out of our overcon-
fidence, fear; out of our fear,
clearer vision, fresh hope.
And out of hope, progress.”
The John Locke Foundation
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